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A BRIEF CHRONOLOGUE 


Lett Me Hye To Sug Hea Song 


OCTOBER 1977: I was in London, staying at author/ 
record producer/disc jockey Charlie Gillett’s house, 
recuperating from six days on the road with the 
Clash. He mentioned one day that Blondie were 
playing somewhere in town that night, and asked me 
if he should check them out. I gave them a big 
buildup, and he came back that night almost a little 
miffed at me for wasting his time on something he 
considered so lame. A day or two later I shared his 
Sunday afternoon Honky Tonk radio show with 
Blondie. They were about half fried and half 
exhilarated: fried because of all the touring, 
exhilarated because their single “In the Flesh” had 
gone Number One in Australia. Deborah Harry, the 
lead singer, must in fact have had one of the most 
convoluted cases of jet-lag of all time, because she 
had just finished flying from New York City to 
Australia with their manager Peter Leeds to give 
interviews and promote their records, and then 
direct from Australia to London to join the rest of 
them for more European touring. Interestingly 
enough, she seemed less wearied by all this frenetic 
career-goosing than the guys in the group. The first 
thing she did was make Charlie put on a record of 
Australian pigmy music recorded under the mud of 
the deepest Outback, “Because I wanta start helpin’ 
pay back some of our fans in Australia for makin’ us 
big stars there first, so here’s some of their music.” 

I was experiencing a little difficulty in bearing up 
under assault by that many pigmies at once myself, 
and I'm a connoisseur of obnoxious music. I looked 
over at Charlie to see how he thought this matched 
up to the Drifters; he looked like he’d just swallowed 
a toad after losing about three pints of blood. Then I 
glanced at the turntable: the cut looked like it was 
about 15 minutes long. Debbie seemed to be in 
heaven; maybe, as many said of the MC5's Kick Out 
the Jams, you just hadda be there. The rest of the 
band was just sort of wandering around the studio 
distractedly in their black leather jackets; they all 
looked like they wished they were at the Gem Spa on 
St. Mark’s Place instead. 

About six minutes into the bush, Charlie finally 
had to take the little chooglers off before the skin 
started to peel spontaneously from his body. 

“Well, that’s enough of that,” he said, and the rest 
of the show was divided among the Blondies, who 
played all their favorite current New Wave singles 
(Penetration, Richard Hell, Ramones, etc.) and, at the 
very end, me (Eno, Ray Charles, Richard Hell, Robert 
Quine hype). Charlie also did a brief interview with 


JANUARY 1977: I had just reviewed a group off New 
York City’s CBGB-nascent punk rock circuit called 
Blondie for the Village Voice. All my friends had 
said they were a waste, but I found their first album 
a charming, even inspiring piece of American rock ’n’ 
roll from traditions as diverse as early Sixties girl 
groups, Question Mark and the Mysterians, and the 
Velvet Underground. So, under the title “Blondie is 
More Fun,” I gave it what probably amounted to a 
rave review; in those days, when seemingly 
everybody else around except the Ramones and 
Dictators were taking themselves so seriously, 
Blondie were refreshing. One day the phone rang; it 
was the band themselves, calling me up to thank me. 
We chatted a bit, and at one point I asked them what 
else besides rock they were into, 

“Japanese culture,” one of them said. 

“You mean like Yukio Mishima?” I asked. 

“No,” they said, “we mean like Japanese monster 
movies!” 

Not long after that Private Stock, their record 
company, sent me a big poster of Deborah Harry, 
their lead singer, in a see-thru blouse. I duly tacked it 
up on the wall, though even at the time I had to 
admit I didn’t find it that sexy, and my girlfriend, 
far from taking offense at this bit of sexist 
exploitation, just thought she looked sad. 


MARCH 1977: I got to see Blondie for the first time, 
opening for Iggy Pop at the Palladium in New York, 
one of their first gigs in a big hall. They were all 
kind of clumsy out there, not least the girl lead 
singer, miniskirt, California GTO-cruisin’ sunglasses 
and all. But just like their record they were fun in 
the flesh, and in fact it was perhaps the band’s very 
awkwardness that made them endearing. After 
Iggy’d chilled our hearts and blown our brains out 
the door with that one wild shout that ended “T.V. 
Eye” alone, we all came away filled with his fire but 
also thinking and talking about how utterly cute 
without the slightest hint of the cloying Blondie 
were. My crowd, rock critics of all shapes and sizes 
and eras, were unanimous in feeling really kind of 
filially/fraternally supportive of them. They felt like 
spiritual rock ’n’ roll family, which for all his anomic 
maelstroms was something one could never quite say 
about Iggy, unless he was, perhaps, three generations 
of ghosts, howling deep into the wells and crevasses 
of the Seventies to see just who else might have 
fallen down there. 


FEBRUARY 1978: I got Blondie’s second album, 
Plastic Letters, in the mail, and was surprised to find 
that I didn’t care for it much. But even more 
disconcerting was the press kit that came with it, in 
which a group that I'd considered the current 
quintessence of fun came off surprisingly solemn, 
sullen even, not a smiling face in the bunch. I began 
to wonder what was going through their heads. 


Debbie, who tensed up visibly the instant the show 
changed to that from a sort of record party, and he 
certainly didn’t win any points with her by 
mentioning the Wind in the Willows, a hippie-folkie 
group she was in in 1968, thus inferring her age 
which is something she’s been uptight about ever 
since I’ve known her, though he was too much of a 
gentleman to press her on it. 

On another topic she was not so much touchy as 
adamant. “Is Blondie a punk band?” asked Charlie. 

“Definitely not,” responded Debbie, though she 
didn’t seem offended by the suggestion. “We play 
power-pop!” 

Meanwhile, whenever the records were playing, 1 
chatted with the band. None of them seemed 
particularly happy to be in England/Europe for the 
first time—they were experiencing the usual 
acclimatization process American bands undergo 
when they storm over there for debut tours, always 
thinking they’re gonna be the Beatles in reverse and 
getting undone a few nerves a day by the dreary 
weather, the steady diet of things like bangers and 
mash, the drafty hotel rooms, phones in them that 
might work and might not, etc. Once they figure out 
it’s not Carnaby Street and Blow-Up but a basically 
worthless country where it’s advisable to stay drunk 
like most of the natives, they generally do all right. 
Apparently not quite broken in yet, Chris Stein, 
Debbie’s boyfriend and co-leader of the band with 
her, told me: “All their groups but the Sex Pistols, 
the Clash and maybe a couple others stink. The 
longer we’re over here the more nationalistic we get.” 

Though I had been diverted by matters Clash, I 
was a little surprised to hear him voice these 
sentiments, inasmuch as I'd gathered that England, 
both press and audiences, had responded fairly 
favorably to the group. I was just beginning to learn 
that the English and American (then almost entirely 
concentrated in New York at the eternal sleaze-haven 
Max’s Kansas City, and a former folk club and wino 
hangout down Bleecker and Bowery called CBGB's) 
punk contingents were hardly destined to be a united 
front: all the Limeys thought the CBGB’s bands were 
a lot of spoiled suburban-affluent dilettante junkies, 
and all the Americans thought the London safety-pin 
and bondage-trousers brigade were a self-righteously 
“political,” speed-nattering mob of pogoing poseurs 
who were all too short, no doubt owing to their 
hideous culinary practices. I loved it all myself, but 
running into Blondie reminded me how badly I 
wanted to be back home myself, the sweet 
chitterings of the jackhammers wafting up from 
Sixth Avenue, sounding not unlike and possibly 
better than whichever new band might happen to be 
playing that night at CBGB’s, where for once in my 
life 10 found a “scene” I actually felt comfortable in: 
a dogpound with an open-door policy to brain- 
damage, literal physical deformity, black leather 
jackets lending many a wimpy li'l thing the proper 
menacing carapace, and teenage heffalumps for 
whom beer was the Grail. 
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FEBRUARY 1979: I was in a rock 'n' roll band myself, 
and my lead guitarist and I were driving to a 
rehearsal when suddenly we heard this blast of hard- 
sell hysteria coming over the radio: a commercial for 
Parallel Lines, the new album by—“BLONDIE!!!” We 
snickered. These were the same people we had hung 
out with around the bar all summer "77. We were 
jealous. 


RAMONES AIDE-DE-CAMP ARTURO VEGA AND GARY AT MOTHER'S ON 23RD ST., 1975. 


SPRING 1979: “Heart of Glass” was the Number One 
record in the country, and a guitarist friend had 
called up and wondered with me whether this might 
mean that more extreme New Wave bands like 
Richard Hell and the Voidoids might have a chance 
in the marketplace after all. Meanwhile, a local FM 
station was using the song in its own TV ad. One 
Friday night after a rehearsal my band all hunkered 
down to get high and watch The Midnight Special. It 
turned out to be an all-disco show, hosted by none 
other than ... “BLONDIE!!!” They did “Heart of 
Glass” while discoids hustled by with mock-S&M 
moves. Debbie's stage moves didn't seem to have 
changed much in the two years since the Palladium 
gig with Iggy. “She's the Barbie Benton of punk,” 1 
cracked as she waved a veil in front of her face, 
Everybody laughed. We were still jealous. 


SUMMER 1979: “Heart of Glass” had come and gone, 
though Parallel Lines was still on the charts, where 
it remained well into 1980. I was no longer jealous, 
my band having broken up, but I was surprised to 
see Chris Stein on a panel with Brian Eno and 
several other representatives of contemporary 
music's outer fringes at a weeklong New Music, New 
York Festival at Manhattan's Kitchen Center for 
Music, Video and Dance. We shared a cab uptown 
afterwards, and, in the middle of some bitter 
comments from Chris about a recent profile of the 
band in Rolling Stone which 1 hadn't read, 1 said not 
with malice but slight perplexity: “I never thought of 
Blondie as members of the avant-garde.” 

“Oh, yes, we are,” Chris hastily assured me. Eno 
nodded his assent. The best I could have come up 
with at that point would have been something along 
the lines of “Gee ...” 


OCTOBER 1979: Deborah Harry on the cover of US 
magazine. Eat to the Beat came in the mail for 
review. The cover showed six faces as solemn as the 
ones in the press kit for Plastic Letters. While I liked 
some of the cuts a lot, others didn’t so much turn me 
off as escape me entirely. I still couldn’t see that I 
was listening to anything more than a decent pop 
band, whatever any Brian Eno thought, though 
many of the lyrics and little twists in the 
arrangements of some songs, particularly on the 
second side, did suggest that at least they were 
avant-garde enough to be obscure. On the final cut 
Debbie spat over and over again: “I’m not living in 
the real world.” Was something seriously wrong with 
these people or was it that I just didn’t understand them? 


FEBRUARY 1980: Just how popular is Blondie? 
They’re featured on the cover of Cash Box, which 
reports that Parallel Lines, selling 7 million copies 
worldwide and gone Platinum here, is still on the 
album chart after 72 weeks, and that Eat to the Beat 
made it to #14, and that “Dreaming,” the first single 
from it, hit Top Twenty at least. Can cheesecake keep 
you on the charts for 72 weeks? Somehow I doubt it. 
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Growing Uy beaker 


out of the house looking like a ghoul and not 
really know it. One time in eighth grade my 
mother wasn't home; so I went upstairs and 
started fooling around. When I went back 
to school after lunch, no one would talk to 
me. Everybody went to one side of the 
lounge, and I was all by myself, practically 
= tears, with beauty marks all over my 
ace... 


“I must have had ten or twelve differ- 
ent colors of hair. I started with streaks, 
and then it gradually turned orange. Later 
it was turning up platinum.” 

Her parents tried sending her to a fin- 
ishing school for future corporation wives, 
but it was, after all, the mid-Sixties, and 
New Jersey is, after all, right next to New 
York, which has meant “the Village” for 
generations of young people who pop out of 
high school practically spuming Artistic 
Destiny. 

Debbie arrived in the first flush of 
Hippie, and soon found herself in the Wind 
in the Willows, a sort of woodsy Tolkienish 
band who even put out one album on 
Capitol back in 1968. Produced by Artie 
Kornfeld, who went on to more glorious 
and profitable ventures (like Woodstock), 
it flopped and the group broke up. The 
cover’s still worth a gander just to note the 
woman who would one day be referred to 
as the “punk Garbo” down there among all 
those beards and caftans, a timid little 
thing with mousy brown hair. 


eborah Harry was born in Miami, 

Florida to an unlisted mother. 

When she was three months old 
she was adopted by Richard and Catherine 
Harry, and she grew up in Hawthorne, New 
Jersey. Her parents now run a gift shop in 
Cooperstown, N.Y. Debbie has remained 
very family oriented: her mother told Roll- 
ing Stone that the only time Debbie missed 
Christmas at home was when she was on 
tour in Australia, and laughingly, that 
“She’s the one that got homesick at camp.” 

According to Debbie, the first songs she 
remembers from childhood are “The Lolli- 
pop Tree” (“I think Burl Ives sang it.”) and 
“Froggie Went A-Courtin'.” 

She made her singing debut in a sixth- 
grade play, twirled baton, joined the 
fencing club, student council, yearbook 
staff, and variety show in high school, and 
graduated from Hawthorne High in 1963, 
career ambition “Undecided.” 

She looked well-scrubbed in her year- 
book, but clearly other things were 
brewing. “I was sort of weird,” she told one 
interviewer of her high school days. “I had 
my hair bleached white all over with a vege- 
table coloring and I used to wear black 
every day. I was an art student.” 

She was even more solemn in her de- 
scription of teen rebellion: “I was destined 
to be an artist even then. I practiced 
putting on makeup a lot. I used to study it 
carefully and practice everything.... I 
made a lot of mistakes; sometimes I’d walk 


told Penthouse. “But nobody talked about 
it ... Debbie looked then, I thought, like a 
nice Polish girl —very corn-fed, with long, 
dirty-blonde hair. Everyone 1 knew loved 
her ... but she was never one of the ones 
who passed out in the bathroom....she had 
to have been a little naive, I think, a little 
out of her depth.” 


About this time in 1972, the New York 
Dolls unleashed something on New York 
not unlike what happened later with the 
Ramones, Patti Smith and Television at 
CBGB. Marty Thau, who managed the 
Dolls and later Suicide, and has remained 
friends with Debbie and the other people in 
Blondie to this day, describes meeting her: 
“When I first saw her I was amazed at how 
beautiful she was. But she was very quiet, 
and later on I learned from her that that 
was during the period of time when she 
was very frightened and kinda paranoid 
about a lot of things. Like she phrased it, at 
one point she was just there but she 
couldn't speak to anybody, she was too 
fragile. 

“Later word got back to me that she was 
a singer in the Stillettoes, and they were 
very good. I never saw them perform, but I 
did get a lot of feedback from people who 
said, ‘Hey, Debbie has this group and can 
sing and she’s really beautiful. This group 
should really be caught to see if there was 
something that could be done with them.’ 
But I was involved full time with the 
Dolls.” 


Met Quili "Parefoct mthe Fark! 


Maxs, Dope, Shllsttees & 


Stiwge Boys in Blug. Eyeshachw 


hen the group broke up, 
Debbie almost went down in 
the maelstrom that was the 


urban end of the hippie dream. Just about 
everybody else in the East Village (and, it 
sometimes seemed, in the New York rock 
scene during the Sixties) was into drugs. 

For a while Debbie worked at the Play- 
boy Club as a Bunny, and her memories of 
the experience vary: 

New York Rocker, 1976: It’s pretty dis- 
gusting work. 

Three years later in 1979 Playboy: It’s a 
great job for a girl who wants to make a lot 
of money and doesn't know what else to do. 

Oh well. 

Around the same time she got a job at 
Max's Kansas City, waiting tables for 
superstars from the worlds of rock and 
Warhol. Again, her recollections vary: 

Penthouse, ca. "79: It was fun being so 
naive and young ... to just stand around 
and look at Andy Warhol, Viva, Ultra 
Violet, Jane Fonda, James Coburn, Roger 
Vadim, the Jefferson Airplane, Janis 
Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, you name it. Id be 
there every night and watch Alice Cooper 
go up and down. When I finished work, Pd 
go upstairs and dance my ass off, What a 
great time I had! What an education I got! 

New York Rocker ca. 76: I used to cry a 
lot then generally. They were very frus- 
trating people to wait on. 

“Everybody was on drugs then,” Ritty 
Dodge, who worked with Debbie at Max’s, 


WITH LANCE LOUD AND ROOMMATE AT ۰ 
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Overleaf: 

THE STILLETTOES’ 

FINAL DAYS: CHRIS, 
DEBBIE, ELDA STILLETTO, 
ROSIE ROSS AND FRED 
SMITH GIVE GLAM SCAM 
ONE MORE SCHMEAR 

ON BILL W. DOLLS, 

CLUB 82, 1974. 
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director. He worked on the songs with us, 
projecting a mood through a song, stage 
tricks to give us a cohesive look. He and 
Elda used to fight about the image. She 
wanted True Confessions trash, tacky.” 
Well, why not? This was the time and 
place where camp and rock meshed most 
comfortably, most of the New York groups 
being more than a little influenced by 
things like Theatre of the Ridiculous, a 
camp company still around today who put 
on plays like Jackie Curtis’ Vain Victory 
(in which Debbie had a role: Juicy Lucy, a 
“chorus girl”), and which has since petered 
down influence-wise to safer, more adulter- 


ater Debbie would describe her 
initial hookup with the Stillet- 
toes: “I worked as a beautician 
for a while. I heard that Elda (Gentile) Stil- 
letto and Holly Woodlawn and Diane had a 
girl trio called Pure Garbage. I became ob- 
sessed with this. I saw Elda one night at 
Max's and I said, ‘Oh, I heard you have a 
trio. Td love to come down and hear it.’ 
And she said, “Well, it broke up.” And 1 
said, Well, if you ever want another singer, 
call me.’ And that's how I got back into 
doing it. 
“Elda, me and Rosie Ross were the 
original Stillettoes. Tony Ingrassia was our 


Above: IN JACKIE CURTIS’ “VAIN VICTORY” : DOUBLE PANCAKE, HOLD THE COLDCREAM. 
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ated mass-cult trash like The Rocky Horror 
Show. Elda has recalled that the early Stil- 
lettoes’ best song was something called 
“Dracula, What Did You Do to My Mother,” 
and that they wore “green crosses and 
skull eyeglasses that we bought on 42nd 
Street.” 

They played a little dump called the 
Boburn Tavern on 28th St., as well as Club 
82, famed for its dieseldyke bartenders 
and as the place where the Dolls performed 
one night in (not very high, and under du- 
ress from lead singer David Johansen) 
drag. According to Elda, they were start- 
ing to get a following, and before the band 
broke up even David and Angie Bowie 
Themselves came down one night to check 
out the haps. In 1979, Elda was something 
less than sanguine in her memories of 
Debbie: “She used to make me swear to 
God that I'd never tell anybody she sang 
with that other band, Wind in the Willows. 
I didn't know about it till months after we 
started working together. It was a very 
hard-rock thing that was going on then, 
and anything that seemed to be going 
against it—I think she was afraid people 
might be turned off. She wrote pretty 
lyrics, like ‘In the Flesh,’ that she had no 
faith in. She was so unconfident; we'd go, 
“Come on, this is beautiful,’ but she 
wouldn't admit it. I’m very hard-edged, but 
she has a softness, a bubbliness, that she 
just pushed down.” 

Elda was also not too happy about the 
fact that, as the sisters Tish and Snooky 
Bellomo (who were soon to work with 
Debbie themselves) describe it: “Elda let 
Debbie in the band, and then after a while 
Debbie left and took the band with her, 
leaving Elda out in the cold when it was her 
band to begin with.” 

Jimmy Wyndbrandt of the Miamis, 
who was also on the scene at the time, 
marks it down to “pretty much irrecon- 
cilable differences between Debbie and 
Elda. They were getting kinda successful 
even though they hadn’t played very 
much—a three-girl thing hadn’t happened 
in a long time. They broke up I believe be- 
cause of rivalries; everybody had different 
ideas of where it was going. Chris and 
Debbie were already thinking about what 
they wanted to do musically, and Elda’s 
very into theatrics.” 

If nothing else, then, Debbie did get two 
things from the Stillettoes: a band and 


Chris, who had been brought down to see 
them one night by his roommate Eric 
Emerson, who was seeing Elda at the time. 
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egend will have it, as legend so 
often does, that Deb and Chris’ 
eyes met across a crowded room, 
and the ceiling of the universe came 
hailing down. Maybe it’s true, because the 
two of them have been veritable Siamese 
Twins ever since. The Stilletto backing 
band included Fred Smith (who has since 
worked with Television and the current 
Richard Lloyd Band as well as Blondie) and 
drummer Billy O'Conner, both of whom 
followed Chris and Debbie off on their 
sojourn in search of the Higher Truth and 
Midnight Special guest-host slots. From 
the first night Emerson brought him over, 
Chris started hanging around, and though 
the precise chronology is a little vague he 
was playing guitar in the band in record 
time and hooked up with Debbie just about 
as fast. But apparently there was some sort 
of musical as well as physical-romantic 
chemistry between Chris and Debbie right 
away, because the Stillettoes broke up 
almost as soon as he entered the picture. 
For the next year or so, Fred, Billy, 
Debbie and Chris fumbled around as Angel 
and the Snakes, while Debbie worked as a 
barmaid. Anya Phillips, another friend of 
the Blondies, who now manages James 
Chance's Contortions, remembers this 
period well: “I first met Chris and Debbie 
in 1974, ۲0 say about August. I'd come to 
New York, and my first job was working as 
a barmaid down on Wall Street, at a place 
called White's Pub. It was newly opened, 
like the second week, and there was a girl 
named Jackie who was working there. She 
was friends with Debbie, in fact she was 
singing backup. This was after Stilletto 
and before Blondie. 1 guess Debbie needed 
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Tish and Snooky were in the band then. 
Back in those days, it was still a relatively 
small clique, everybody just sorta went to 
see each other in their friends’ bands.” 


“What were your impressions of Debbie 
personally? Do you still see her now?” 


“Yeah. Since the first time I met her I 
just thought she was really, really beautiful 
and really, really nice, and 1 couldn't 
believe that anyone who was so beautiful 
could be so nice. Usually girls who are that 
beautiful tend to be real bitchy; they know 
how much power they have by their looks 
and they're really snotty about it, but 
Debbie's never been like that. Even 
through all her success she hasn’t changed 
really; she’s a little more harried, but she 
and Chris have always remained friends of 
mine. 


a job so Jackie brought her down there to 
White’s Pub, and that’s how we met. I 
started going to Club 82 because that's 
where Id met Jackie, and Debbie was in- 
viting me to CBGB's to see her band. At 
that time there would be maybe five people 
in the place. 1 don't think they even had a 
cover or admission at the door yet. It was 
really, really empty. The Ramones opened 
for Angel and the Snakes. Before Jackie 
was singing in the band, they were going 
through a transition; they knew they were 
changing the name to Blondie and adding 
two girl backup singers. Tish and Snooky 
were in it later; this was before them. This 
was August, September ’74, still pretty 
much the heavy tail end of glitter. 

“Debbie wore turquoise blue stretch leo- 
tard tops and red stockings, and she used 
to do this song called Platinum Blonde,’ 
where she had this ratty wig and this sort 
of beat-up dress; she'd come onstage and 
start singing T wanna be a platinum 
blonde,’ and rip off the wig and platinum 
dress. Chris used to come to the pub to pick 
her up after work every day. He had long 
hair and blue eyeshadow and used to wear 
these leather chaps.” 


“Was he already pretty protective of 
her?” I wondered. 

“Oh, very. But they hadn't been really 
going together all that long, I think just a 
few months at that point, but they were 
really in love, as they still are. By around 
October or November Jackie was singing 
in the band with another girl named Julie, 
and all three of them were blonde, so 1 
guess that was the idea of Blondie.” 

“Who was writing most of the 
material?” 

“Well, I assume it was Debbie and 
Chris. Chris was the leader of the band, 
more or less. It was pretty much the same 
asitis now; they were together in that they 
were the front people in the band. The first 
time I saw them I remember that Debbie 
was the front girl and Chris was more 
obtuse than the rest of the band. He was 
dramatic—Chris was quite flashy in those 
days.” 

“Do you have any idea why he became 
less flashy?” 

“Not just Blondie, everybody did: six 
inch tiger platform shoes and stuff. Julie 
left New York and Jackie was not real 
reliable, and eventually she dropped out of 
the scene. The band had already been 
changed to Blondie. The end of "74, I'd 
already quit working at White's Pub but 
Debbie was still there, and so was Blondie. 


bviously what was going on here 
was the earliest germinal stage 

of the late-Seventies American 
punk rock scene, which eventually 
exploded in three places: New York, Lon- 
don and the international communications 
media. But punk rock was hardly invented 
by the Ramones in Queens, N.Y. in 1974-5, 
any more than it was by the Sex Pistols in 
London a year or so later. You have to go 
back to the New York Dolls. 

The truth is that punk rock is a phrase 
that has been around at least since the be- 
ginning of the Seventies, and what it at 
bottom means is rock ’n’ roll in its most 
basic, primitive form. In other words, punk 
rock has existed throughout the history of 
rock ’n’ roll, they just didn’t call it that. In 
the Fifties, when rock 'n' roll was so new it 
scared the shit out of parents and racists 
everywhere, the media had a field day. 


THE NEW YORK DOLLS: BIRDS THEY NEVER WERT. 


In Which Yst Another lompous Blowhadk 
Fuapous To [655855 the Taue Meaning of 


Funk Rock. 
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being probably the most prominent 
example, it was crude, it was rude, any- 
body could play it but so what? It'll be 
around and people everywhere will still be 
playing it as long as there's a rock ’n’ roll 
left at all. It’s already lasted longer than 
Sgt. Pepper! Who in the hell does any 
songs from that album anymore? Yet, a 
few years ago, some people were saying 
Sgt Pepper will endure a hundred years. 
Seventies punk largely reflects a reac- 
tion against the cult of the guitar hero. 
Technical virtuosity was not a sine qua non 
of rock ’n’ roll in the first place and never 
should have become. Not that brilliant 
rock hasn't been made by musicians whose 
technical chops were and are the absolute 
highest. But see, that's JUST THE POINT. 
Just because something is simpler than 
something else does not make it worse. It’s 


just the kind of hype a lot of people started 
buying in the late Sixties with the rise of 
the superstar and superinstrumentalist 
concepts. 

There was punk rock all through the 
Sixties. The Seeds with “Pushin’ Too 
Hard.” Count Five “Psychotic Reaction.” 
“Talk Talk” by the Music Machine. And 
many others. It was simple, primitive, 
direct, honest music. Then, in 1969, Iggy 
and the Stooges put out their first album. 
Throughout the Seventies, that and their 
subsequent two albums became cult items 
with small groups of people all over the 
world, who thought these records were 
some of the greatest stuff they had ever 
heard. They were also some of the 
simplest: two chords, a blaring fuzztone, 
Iggy singing lyrics as simple as “Can ah 
cum ovah to-nat? Can ah cum ovah to-nat? 
Uh said uh we will have a real cool taam— 


This stuff was derided mercilessly, it was 
called “unmusical,” it was blamed for 
juvenile delinquency, sexual depravity 
(well . . .) if not the demise of Western 
civilization as a whole. It was said that the 
musicians could not play their instru- 
ments; in large part, by any conventional 
standards (what they used to call “good” 
music), this was true. Does that matter 
now to the people who are still listening to 
those classic oldies twenty years later? It 
was said that the singers could not sing, by 
any previous “legitimate” musical stan- 
dard; this was also true. It was written off 
nearly everywhere as a load of garbage that 
would come and go within a year’s time, a 
fad like the hula hoop. 


Is any of this beginning to sound vague- 
ly familiar? 

The point is that rock ’n’ roll, as I see it, 
is the ultimate populist art form, demo- 
cracy in action, because it’s true: anybody 
can do it. Learn three chords on a guitar 
and you've got it. Don't worry whether you 
can “sing” or not. Can Neil Young “sing”? 
Lou Reed? Bob Dylan? A lot of people can’t 
stand to listen to Van Morrison, one of the 
finest poets and singers in the history of 
popular music, because of the sound of his 
voice. But this is simply a matter of ex- 
posure. For performing rock 'n’ roll, or 
punk rock, or call it any damn thing you 
please, there’s only one thing you need: 
NERVE. Rock ’n’ roll is an attitude, and if 
you've got the attitude you can do it, no 
matter what anybody says. Believing that 
is one of the things punk rock is about. 
Rock is for everybody, it should be so im- 
plicitly anti-elitist that the question of 
whether somebody’s qualified to perform 
it should never even arise. 

But it did. In the Sixties, of course. And 
maybe this was one reason why the Sixties 
may not have been so all-fired great as we 
gave them credit for. Because in the Six- 
ties rock ’n’ roll began to think of itself as 
an “artform.” Rock 'n' roll is not an “art- 
form”; rock ’n’ roll is a raw wail from the 
bottom of the guts. And like I said, what- 
ever anybody ever called it, punk rock has 
been around from the beginning—it’s just 
rock honed down to its rawest elements, 
simple playing with a lot of power and 
vocalists who may not have much range 
but have so much conviction and passion it 
makes up for it ten times over. Because 
PASSION IS WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT— 
what all music is about. 

In the early Sixties there was punk 
rock: “Louie, Louie” by the Kingsmen 


THE SEX PISTOLS MUG PRETTY FOR THE PEOPLE. 


Blondies’ refangled regurgitation of old 
BeatlesSpectorShangri-La’sTurtlesBeach 
Boys et al riffs would almost out of 
necessity have to be served up with a heavy 
topping—or is it core—of camp-Warhol- 
vian irony, ambivalence, emotional inside- 
out blackout hijinx. 

Around CBGB in those days it was the 
Ramones, the Heartbreakers featuring 
Johnny Thunders (ex-New York Dolls) and 
Richard Hell (ex-Television), as well as 
Television itself, Talking Heads, the 
Miamis, a couple of other groups, and 
Blondie. 

So, Chris and Debbie and Fred Smith 
and drumbug Billy O’Conner were slither- 
ing by in thriftshop raiment as Angel and 
the Snakes, verging on into the first christ- 
ened moments of Blondie, late-"74- 
early-75. 


Miami Jimmy Wyndbrandt picks up 
the thread: “So Chris and Debbie were 
downtown now living on Thompson Street, 
trying to get a band together, and Fred 
Smith wound up as the bass player, with 
Billy O’Conner on drums. Meanwhile Chris 
and Debbie had the only car of anybody 1 
knew in town, and could always be counted 
on if there was a real pinch with anything 
to help out with their car. It was a real 
grind, they were struggling to get their 
thing together, but the band was very un- 
together usually. I think Chris was the only 
guitar player.” 

Correct. 

“So it was like a trio with Debbie, 
Chris,the other two, and then they used 
Tish and Snooky for a while. It didn't work 
out; I think Debbie figured they weren't 
helping further the group image, it just 
wasn't right for what they were doing.” 


to-naaat! We will hayuv—a reeal coool 
taam! To-naat!” Get it? It was, as Ed Ward 
wrote in Rolling Stone when it appeared, 
“A reductio ad absurdum of rock 'n' roll 
that might have been thought up by a mad 
DAR general in a wet dream,” Except 
where he was being sarcastic, I thought 
that was a compliment: the Stooges music 
was brutal, mindless, primitive, vicious, 
base, savage, primal, hate-filled, grungy, 
violent, terrifying and above all REAL. 
They meant every note and word of it. 

Enter the Dolls. They might have taken 
some cues from the Stooges, but who they 
really wanted to be was an American 
garage band Rolling Stones. And that's 
exactly what they were. Everything about 
them was pure outrage. And too live for 
the time—’72-3-4 mostly. They set New 
York on fire, but the rest of the country 
wasn't ready for it. 

I was talking to a guitarist friend, and 
the subject of the Dolls came up. 

“God,” she said, “the first time they 
were on TV, we just couldn't believe it, that 
anybody that shitty would be allowed to do 
that! How did they get away with it?” 

I felt like throwing her out of my house. 
They didn’t “get away” with anything. 
They did what they could and what they 
wanted to do and out of the chaos emerged 
something magnificent, something that 
was so literally explosive with energy and 
life and joy and madness that it could not 
be held down by all your RULES of how 
this is supposed to be done! Because none 
of em are valid! Rock ’n’ roll is about 
BREAKING the form, not “working 
within it.” GIVE US SOME EQUAL TIME. 
Let the kid behind the wheel. Like Joe 
Strummer of the Clash says, “It’s not about 
playin’ the chords right, for starters!” 

And in the summer of 1976, the 
Ramones did their first tour of England. 
Kids all over that nation went crazy. They 
saw how easy the music was to play, how 
exciting it was, how much fun, and they 
went out and got instruments and did it. 
Voila—Sex Pistols. Clash. And the faceless 
ten million that followed. 

So back to the narrative we broke off 
for history, righteous truths and contex- 
tual background, which will come in handy 
later when we start hearing people com- 
plain about how Blondie themselves “can’t 
play.” Blondie always differed from many, 
perhaps most others issuing up from 
CBGB's, in that they were inspired not so 
much by the Stooges as by mainstream 
mid-Sixties pop ۵ la Beatles, with Phil 
Spector ahead by a furlong. And the 


Left: DEBBIE CHASES THE VOOLA WITH JOEY RAMONE. Above: RAMONES CELEBRATE BASTILLE DAY ۸۲ ۰ 


Mars Dumk Buscnessmen un Conga 


ish and Snooky Bellomo should 
need no introduction but for 

the time being, still do. These 
sisters have more innate spontaneous style 
in their pinkies than most people got in 
their lumbering corpuses. Since mid- 
summer-’77 they’ve been running a punk 
boutique called Manic Panic in New York, 
which is the only such store in this whole 
town founded and forging ahead in the 
absolute spirit which birthed this music in 
the first place. 

Tish and Snooky have personality to 
burn, and what’s more can really sing. 
Debbie knew a good thing when she saw it, 
and hired them. 

Here they take up the story, after Iwas 
ignorant enough to ask “I guess you guys 
kinda came in when Elda went out, eh?” 

Tish: “There was a space in between 
where they played around a bit as Angel 
and the Snakes. She saw us sing in this 
show called the Palm Casino Review at the 
Bowery Lane Theatre across from 
CBGB's.” 

“Yeah,” laughs Snooky, “we started out 
in vaudeville.” 

Tish continues: “And we used to run 
across the street between sets. I think 
Gorilla Rose introduced us; he was in the 
Palm Casino Review and he used to be in 
these shows at CBGB's with Tomata du 
Plenty, who later was in the Screamers out 
in L.A. Sorta camp Theatre of the Ridicu- 
lous type stuff. So he introduced us to 
Debbie and Chris, because Tomata and 
Gorilla were friends with them, and they 
said they needed two backups. We just 
sorta fell into it, and it was real simple 
stuff.” 

“Were they doing a sort of camp glitter 
thing,” I asked, “or already starting to 
sound like they do now?” 

“It was a mixture of camp and at one 
point they decided to be like a Top 40 cover 
band, they would do things like Lady 
Marmelade.'” 

“Can you describe some of the cos- 
tumes?” 

“Everybody sort of wore whatever they 
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WAR BRIDES OF THE PUNK APOCALYPSE: SNOOKY (L) AND TISH (R) 


wanted to r, and wore different things; 
like me 'n' Snooky used to wear go-go 
dresses a lot, and miniskirts. Debbie would 
wear stretch pants; she didn’t care for 
skirts that much. Gorilla used to call us 
Tish and Snooky à Go Go. But it became of- 
ficially called Blondie and the Banzai 
Babies. I think it was Chris’ idea. It was the 
late summer of ’74 when we started. We 
were playing at Performance Studios, this 
place where everybody used to rehearse: 
the Ramones, Blondie, Tuff Darts. It was 
just this tiny little place off Broadway on 
20th St.” 


“So what was your stage show like?” 


“Well, it was usually Debbie on one side 
and me and Snooky on the other side, and 
at one point they wanted one of us to be on 
each side of her, because they thought we 


TISH AND SNOOKY IN THE SIC FUX: THE BRONX COULD DO WORSE. 


“She seemed nice. You know how Chris 
is; sarcastic and funny. It seemed like they 
really didn't have any drive but obviously 
they did. It seemed like the whole time we 
were in the band they didn't have any idea 
what they were doing; I think that's one of 
the reasons Fred Smith eventually left. 
One week we were a Top 40 band, the next 
week something else. 

“We were only in the group about six 
months at the most. 'Cause like nothing 
was ever really definite. 

“We weren't thrown out but we weren't 
really in the group either. It was this weird 
thing like ... we did this really disastrous 
gig at White's after we first got Clem; 1 
guess Fred had left and we did it without a 
bass player. 


were getting too strong together 1 guess, 


but we wouldn't do it. She'd be doing what- 
ever she does, and we’d be dancing and 
choreographed. We even used to break into 
a tap dance in the middle of one song. We 
used to do a lot of songs that were on the 
first album: ‘Little Girl Lies,’ Man - 
board,’ ‘Attack of the Giant Ants’ except at 
that time it was called ‘Giant Bats From 
Space’ or something a little bit different. 
We used to go into the audience and forma 
conga line and get everybody to follow us 
around. We used to perform at the bar that 
Debbie used to work at, White’s Pub. We 
also used to try out funny costumes—we'd 
wear big puffy party dresses with bathing 
suits underneath, and for our last number 
we'd do Fun Fun Fun' and take off the par- 

s and just be wearing the bathing 

nd camp it up.” 


EARLY BLONDIE: DEBBIE COPS THE CLEAR LIGHT WHILE CHRIS CATCHES UP ON HIS BEAUTY SLEEP. 


Symbolist shifting imagery in, say, “Kung 
Fu Girls”? So perhaps the Blondies were 
legitimately aggrieved. 

Enter Clem. Gholson continues: “Those 
two sets had been drummer Clem Burke's 
first with Blondie. Burke answered a 
Village Voice ad reading, Freak energy 
rock drummer wanted, and as the last au- 
ditioned of forty drummers, he struck plat- 
inum. [Debbie said] “He was really out to 
work. After the thing with Fred happened, 
he pushed us really hard.” 

Tish and Snooky: “When Fred decided 
to leave Debbie got really upset; we were 
supposed to play at CBGB's that night but 
she called up and cancelled.” 

At the supposedly bassless set at 
White’s Pub—“It was one of those awful 
gigs where everybody was upset and every- 
thing was weird and they didn’t think 
Clem could play.” 

“He was great! He was always the best 
musician in the group,” says Tish. “I got 
the idea they were very nervous about 
what they were doing. Debbie was always 
calling me because she was very insecure 
about the group and stuff. So I suggested 
we have a group meeting. Two weeks went 
by without hearing from them, so I called 
her and said, ‘What’s going on with the 
group? and she said ‘Oh ... I guess there is 
no group.’ I said, ‘Oh ... okay.’ And then I 
ran into Chris at Max’s, and he said, We're 
playing at such and such a place on such 
and such a night, are you gonna be there?” 
And I said, T thought there was no group.’ 

“There’s always a scapegoat in groups. 
Billy O’Conner, the drummer before Clem, 
was always getting blamed for everything 
that went wrong. Fred said to him, ‘You 
should quit this band because they’re 
gonna kick you out anyway and you should 
leave before they do that to you.’ And what 
it came down to I guess was that when 
Debbie was speaking to me over the phone 
and saying that Clem couldn’t play drums 
and T think we're going to have to get rid of 
him,’ I think they just decided to get rid of 
us instead.” 

This is one of the oldest stories in the 
world, and it’s probably true about 
60-75% of the time. Having observed the 
respective stage personas of Debbie with 
Blondie, and Tish ’n’ Snooky with their 
group Sic Fux, I felt it might not be totally 
inappropriate prompting to ask, “Do you 
feel that it might have been because you 
were upstaging her?” 

“That’s what we heard from Gorilla and 
a lot of other people. It might have been 
possible if they were trying to split us up 


Arakqolent Cliques, 
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ut to New York Rocker story 
“Blondie's Roots,” published 

ca. early "76 by Craig Gholson, 
though at first we must back up a hair. 
After the departure of the aforementioned 
dreaded Jackie and Julie, “That first 
Blondie concoction lasted four months. 
Ivan Kral [of Patti Smith Group and Iggy 
Pop] joined the main core of the band to fill 
out the sound, but only lasted for three 
months. ‘He just got bored [remembered 
Debbie]. That was the non-period of rock. 
Television, the Ramones and us were just 
playing around, but there was no publicity, 
no attention focused on anyone.’ After 
Kral left, the group was supplemented by 
two other female singers, Tish and Snookie 
[sic]. They lasted only two months longer 
than Kral did and also marked the 
beginning of Billy O’Conner’s going crazy. 
To complete the tragedy, Television asked 
Fred Smith to join and Smith accepted. T 
had an intuition with Fred. He was really 
unhappy, we had a gig at CBGB and we 
played terrible the first set. I didn’t know 
what happened, but between sets, Fred 
had told Chris he was quitting to join Tele- 
vision. Our next set was worse. We had 
played a long time with Fred. We were 
struck dumb by the whole thing, by the 
whole movement against us. Imay be para- 
noid, but I think that whole clique wanted 
to destroy us.” 

Well. Considering some of their on- 
going wrangles with the press, it might be 
fair to say that if Debbie and the rest of 
Blondie had something of a persecution 
complex in 1976, that's one aspect of their 
original spirit that success has not spoiled. 
On the other hand, my observation of rock 
band politics over the years has led me to 
suspect that all musicians may be para- 
noid, congenitally; did Debbie, Chris et al 
constitute a “clique” when they dumped 
Elda? Although it did sometimes seem that 
aside from the Ramones, most of the 
CBGB topdogs back then tended to be 
awfully solemn; Patti Smith and Tom Ver- 
laine being authentic poets and all, one 
must ask just where was the French 
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she was really aggressive. She seemed like, 
‘Oh well, I guess if I get famous, fine.’ She 
came off like that but sometimes she really 
wasn’t that way. Rosie said she asked 
Debbie once after we weren't in it any- 
more, ‘Well, what are you gonna do with 
your band, how are you gonna get it togeth- 
er?’ and Debbie just said, ‘Oh well, every- 
thing'll be all right and work out.’ I guess it 
was a very Wind in the Willows attitude in 
a way.” 

On the other hand, anybody who's ever 
been in psychoanalysis knows that passivi- 
ty is a form of action. 

Tish continues: “It's like when she made 
Elda swear she wouldn't tell anybody 
about the Wind in the Willows. I know she 
was already real hung up about her age 
when we were in the group. She couldn't 
have been more than a couple of years past 
thirty. She should actually be proud to look 
that good. Most groups don’t make it for 
years and years. Hardly anybody’s like the 
Bay City Rollers, and when they are it usu- 
ally seems like they burn out really fast.” 

All of which is true enough. I remember 
how some of us used to joke down at 
CBGB' back in the summer of "77 about 
how nobody in this supposed “punk” rock 
was under thirty years old. Not that that 
was even strictly true, it’s just that the ten 
years it took Deborah Harry to make it, 
from Wind in the Willows to Blondie, is no 
more extraordinary or shameful than the 
decade it took both Bob Seger and Ted 
Nugent to become superstars. Of course, 
they don’t have rigidly defined pubescent 
images to maintain: Nugent could just as 
easily be Buffalo Bill as Huck Finn, easier 
in fact. Whereas the Lolita factor has, at 
least in the past, seemed more or less es- 
sential to the Blondie Persona, whatever 
that is. And as for that Persona, Pd lay any 
odds you want it sure as hell ain’t the same 
person as the one called Deborah Harry. 

Iasked Tish and Snooky what the band 
looked like the first time they saw them af- 
ter their being bounced. 

Snooky: “I remember going to see them 
at Max’s, and she brought out a fishbowl 
with a little fish in it onstage.” 

“What'd she do with that?” I asked. 

“It was just supposed to be like a con- 
cept.” 

“Did Chris used to talk about using the 
media in those days?” 

“I thought he was trying to be funny 
with that. I guess Chris is just a lot smarter 
than people think; he just doesn’t talk a 

ot.” 


and put us on either side of her, that we 
were drawing too much attention to one 
side of the stage. We could also sing too; 
she’s a much better singer now.” 

That may read catty and sour grapes, 
but it wasn’t. 

The word in the early days, though I 
never saw them till the Palladium a few 
months later, was that all Debbie ever did 
onstage was stand there like a zombie with 
a waxen stare, the perfect narco-chan- 
teuse. To this day she still has problems 
with what to do with herself up there. First 
she tried little hops and skips, then a modi- 
fied pogo, on through several other shots 
in the dusk that had arrived at a sort of 
modified swim by the time of the Midnight 
Special “Heart of Glass” broadcast. The 
first time I ever saw Tish and Snooky per- 
form I realized that onstage inhibition has 
never been one of their problems. 

Maybe theyre right, and Debbie 
couldn't handle them. 


Snooky: “It was really weird, though, 
because after we were kicked out, I was 
really hurt. We were friends too, we used 
to go shopping and everything together. 
Td call her up and ask if she wanted to do 
something and she broke off the friendship 
as well as the business relationship. And 
that’s pretty much the way it’s remained 
since, although there’s no real friction or 
anything, and we don’t think she’s a bad 
person.” 

Sometimes it’s better just to throw all 
the facts and half-truths and conjectures 
out on the table and see just what might 
emerge. I’m not saying Chris and Debbie 
pulled a slime job on the Banzai Babies. 
What I am saying is that guilt is a powerful 
motivating factor in all kinds of human re- 
lationships. Guilt and fear. And when a 
band is in its early, amorphous, amoebic 
stages, anything can happen, and often 
does. Sometimes nobody involved knew 
what they were doing but everybody was 
feeling the desperation of being on the 
bottom. Sometimes any action, no matter 
how ill-advised or unreflective or down- 
right self-destructive, will do in a pinch; 
just to keep you feeling that you are mov- 
ing. 
I asked them, “What was your initial 
take on her? Did it seem like she knew 
what she wanted?” 

“No,” said Tish. “It seemed like Chris 
knew what she wanted. She knew she 
wanted to be a star. At some points it 
seemed like she might have been satisfied 
doing something else. It never seemed like 


Cims: 
Cradle Comsymp 


earing that story about the fish- 

bowl, I would guess that Chris 

went to art school, and I would be 
right. New York’s School of Visual Arts, to 
be precise, as only befits the spawn of par- 
ents who were radical activists in the Thir- 
ties, intensely involved in the trade-union 
movement; according to one account, 
Chris’ cradle rocked to Leadbelly spinning 
on a turntable nearby. His family is 
Jewish, though there was no religion prac- 
ticed in the Stein home. 

It was a pretty loose atmosphere, in 
fact, and when Chris got his induction pa- 
pers Vietnam was so out c” ¿ne question as 
to be almost beneatt consideration—a 
frame fairly built for neurasthenia got him 
a 4-F, and since it was that time in summer 
1969 he opted for spending a few days 
down with all his brethren and sistren in 
the mud at Woodstock over bootcamp. 

As one journalist put it, “he wasn’t ex- 
actly career-motivated,” but of course he 
did just what anybody else who came up in 
his kind of circumstances could be expect- 
ed to do: bummed around Europe for a 
while, living for a time just down the Por- 
tobello Road from Brian Eno's flat. Accord- 
ing to the British music weekly Sounds, 
they shared an enthusiasm for eye make- 
up, and presumably jars of the stuff as 
well. In fact, having seen pictures of Chris 
in his glitter phase, I don't mind ‘saying 
that in my opinion he looked better that 
way—more interesting and eye-catching at 
least—and should go back to it. I’m not 
being snide, either—I know it’s totally Out 
nowadays to weeble around in red eyesha- 
dow-green mascara, but hell, that is pre- 
cisely the most perfect reason to DO IT. 
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y contrast, Clem, who came into 
the band during the Tish and 

Snooky era, is also probably its 
firmest link to the Hard Days Night- 
Carnaby dream of mid-Sixties pop. From 
his pudding-bowl haircut to his predilec- 
tion for polka-dot shirts to his studiedly 
Keith Moonic drumming, he fits the part 
so well as to have become it. You can guess 
what his record collection looks like and 
possibly even how much it weighs. In a 
1977 New York Rocker interview with Roy 
Trakin, Clem not only correctly predicted 
that it would take three albums to break 
the band, but had this exchange with 
Chris: 

NYR: Dont you think Blondie should 
be able to attract an older, more sophisti- 
cated audience? 

Chris: Personally, 1 think the younger 
audiences will get more sophisticated 
themselves. Kids won't settle for the 
Beatle shit that was laid on them. (In 
falsetto) Look, here's a pic of Paul! Here's a 
pic of John eating a peanut butter sand- 
wich! Isn't John cute? 

Clem: The magazines are still like that 

.. I like that, 


Andit's not that Clem thinks of himself 
as some kind of period piece, either: for 
him, the clothes areimportant in ways that 
transcend treacly nostalgias. In 1979, he 
told Roy Carr of Britain's New Musical Ex- 
press: “In 1976, I used to wear much the 
same clothes I’m wearing now. [Carr inter- 
jects that while saying those words Clem 
was dressed in a single-breasted green mo- 
hair suit.] People used to come up to me 
and ask why I dressed the way I did. I told 
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them I was getting prepared for 1979. 
Well, here I am. And the fact that I was 
right has given me as much personal 
satisfaction as anything else Blondie has 
achieved .... What happened in Britain a 
few years ago proves that music goes hand- 
in-hand with image.” 

Clearly his own man, Clem is also not 
afraid to speak his mind even when it 
might make the group appear a less than 
united front. Where both Chris and Nigel 
almost seemed like they were apologizing 
to an interviewer from the Long Island 
weekly Good Times about what Nigel re- 
ferred to as the “compromise with commer- 
ciality” on Parallel Lines and probably 
more specifically “Heart of Glass,” Clem 
minced no words: “It's a bunch of shit. The 
pressure aspects of [the business] are ridi- 
culous. There's no need for it. We still 
make money for the record company, even 
if we don't make money for ourselves, by 
having those [foreign] hits. So at least we 
can continue to make records because 
they're making money, so they should be 
happy instead of giving us this bit about 
making it in America.” 

Clearly he's a straight-arrow, perhaps 
the straightest in the group, and a good 
man to have on your side. I know people 
who say openly that he is the only member 
of the band they like, and his drumming, of 
course, has lifted a lot of their album cuts 
out of almost soggy territory, especially on 
Eat to the Beat. But perhaps the bottom 
line on Clem comes from the guy himself: 
“I do what I do because I was always a big 
fan,” he told Trakin. “The ultimate fan 
transcends fandom and does it himself.” 

Which was another thing that New 
Wave was always supposed to be about. 

When Clem joined the band in late "74, 
Debbie told Rocker's Gholson, “He was 
really out to work. After Fred, he worked 
us really hard. He kept us going.” 

Gholson continues: “Within a month 
and a half, Burke brought in a New Jersey 
jamming friend ۰ 

“Gary Valentine joined Blondie on bass 
[in 1975]. Soon after, a word to the Fast at 
a Mothers’ engagement brought in 
keyboard player Jimmy Destri. [Debbie 
said] ‘Jimmy had played with Milk ’n’ 
Cookies for about two weeks right before 
they went to England to make their album 
for Island. But after he had learned all the 
material, just before they left for London, 
[the leader of the band] said “You can't 
come.’ Jimmy got a full time job and went 
back to school and that’s where we found 

im.” 
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Timmy: The Re-snfranchistd of 


Overleaf: 

CBGB’S FAVORITE 
OPENING BAND WORKS 
OUT ON HOME TURF 
PRE-PRIVATE STOCK 
(AND IF YOU EVER 
WONDERED WHY 
GARY HAD TO GO ...) 
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immy Destri has contributed 

originals as memorable as “Look 

Good in Blue” and “Accidents 
Never Happen” to all four of Blondie's 
albums, and his Farfisa organ playing has 
obviously been integral to Blondie's sound 
and success from“X-Offender” to his more 
recent graduation into the more suspect 
realms of synthesizer, electronics, etc. 1 
know when I first heard their debut album 
it was definitely one of the things that 
hooked me quickest: it just seemed so long 
since I'd heard a keyboard player with the 
downright courage to go through a whole 
song making like the guy in Question Mark 
and the Mysterians' “96 Tears” instead of 
noodling all over the board. I wonder about 
some of his lyrics, but then I wonder about 
some of all these people's lyrics with the 
possible exception of Valentine. 

The important point is that, not to dis- 
count the later contributions of Nigel 
Harrison and Frank Infante, but just like 
all those T-shirts and buttons said, Blondie 
is a group and were from inception. Except 
for Clem, there has never been a member 
of the band who didn’t at least co-compose, 
though there does seem to be a slight pre- 
ponderance of credits to Stein, Harry, the 
two together or in collaboration with other 
members. But then, maybe that’s all Destri 
really wants or needs, aside from collabora- 
tions, is a couple of songs per album. Look 
at what happened to Paul McCartney when 
he got whole albums to himself! 

By late-"75-early-76 they finally had a 
real band, the five people who would play 
on the first album and a strong nucleus ca- 
pable of weathering all subsequent storms, 
But, as discussed, they still weren't rated 
very high among their supposed peers and 
contemporaries down at Hilly Krystal's 
CBGB dogpound. 

Jimmy Wyndbrandt prefers to look on 
this period in a positive light: “For all the 
people that are struggling out there hoping 
for something to happen to them, they 
should know that for years Blondie was 
considered the standard joke. Not even a 
joke. The perennial opening band. Always 
sluggin’ it out. Never making any money. 
Never knowing whether they were even 
gonna have a band. Just keepin’ at it. And 
Im sure no one in their wildest dreams 
around then could have imagined that this 
was where it was gonna wind up.” 


The Basement Tapes or Queens 


the thing to do for them was just tomake a 
tape and not to bring people down to see 
them. 


“So we went out to Queens to use this 
eight-track which was $25 an hour, and it 
was in a guy's basement, and it didn’t 
sound too good but it was ours. We picked 
five songs mutually among everyone, and 
just cut them. It was basically two or three 
takes, Debbie did one vocal take or two 
maximum, and I thought they sounded 
fine, but at the time I didn’t have enough 
connections in the music business. 


“I played them for one or two people 
and they said, ‘What’s this? The girl can’t 
sing.’ I said, ‘It’s a really interesting voice, 
it’s a really good voice, people are gonna 
like it,’ and they said, ‘No, it’s off-key, it’s 
flat, it’s this.’ I didn’t feel like that at all, 


he next step was a demo. In 
stepped Alan Betrock, a fanzine 

editor from way back, early 
supporter of the Dolls, and even a minor 
mogul of sorts with a new company he calls 
Shake Records. 

“I decided I wanted to work with the 
band in some kind of managerial capacity. 
But there was no recognition of the scene 
at all, no one wanted to hear about new 
bands. I was working with another band at 
the time who were a real good performing 
band, whereas Blondie were a real good re- 
cording band. I brought a couple of people 
to see ‘em and I was really hurt and upset 
because they just couldn’t play live, they’d 
stop in the middle of a song and start over 
again, the amps would go out, the guitar 
would go out, strings would break and they 
wouldn’t have extra ones. I decided that 
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some ways I like it better than anything 
else they've recorded with the exception of 
the first LP. They're a garage band there, 
no mistaking, but in a lot of ways they just 
sound more spirited than they have since 
they hit the bigtime. It’s axiomatic that 
when you've got nothing to lose you let 
more go. 

Aside from one pretty undistinguished 
thing whose title I don’t know and can’t 
even figure out from the chorus, though, 
the Betrock EP is almost as much fun as 
some of the better cuts on the first album. 

There's the Shangri-La’s’ “Out in the 
Streets,” which doesn’t compare well with 
the original but holds its own if you don’t 
think about that (which may only be 
because I’m not overly familiar with the 
original). There’s “Platinum Blonde” which 
dated back to the Tish and Snooky days 


Ain't Woodstock. 


but I sorta got, uh, unencouraged by the 
response. 


“At the time I felt that I would have to 
pick one of these groups to manage and 
give 'em all my time, so I picked the other 
group because they were ready to play. I 
called Debbie up and said, ‘Look, it’s not 
fair to you, I’m only giving you half my 
time,’ and stuff like that. So in all I guess it 
was only a couple of months; we did the 
tape and I got 'em some gigs and then I 
started New York Rocker and gave’ema lot 
of press with that.” 


Betrock sent out some white label cop- 
ies of an EP with four of the songs to a few 
friends for Christmas in 1978, which he 
also gave to me, and of course you're not 
gonna be surprised to hear me say that in 
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Rico/Humid Puerto Rico/You say you wan- 
na take me/Up to the mountains/You say 
you wanna take me/Out to Las Vegas/Viva 
Las Vegas/I heard it, I did it/I got the bill/I 
lived it, I did it/I'm payin’ still/Compli- 
ments and promises cant fool me twice/ 
Spreadin’ lies like that around isnt very 
nice/You say I'm fascinating like no one 
else you know/No one else you know/Your 
wife should know.” 

The flip side of “Rip Her to Shreads” in 
a way, but ... well, that was more of a com- 
ic strip, like a lot of the stuff on the first al- 
bum, whereas this kind of sleaze is some- 
body we've all known. They also cut an ear- 
ly version of “Heart of Glass,” which was 
then called “The Disco Song,” and it’s since 
been bootlegged along with “Platinum 
Blonde” and “Out in the Streets.” 


and possibly as far as the Stillettoes (“7 
wanna be a platinum blonde/Just like all 
the sexy stars/Marilyn and Jean, Jayne, 
Mae and Marlene/Yeah, they really had 
fun/In luminescent day-glo shades/Walk 
into a bar and TIl have it made.”) And 
“Rico,” a strange piece that oozes along on 
Caribbean rhythms and limpid backing 
vocals by overdubbed Debbies; the familiar 
irony and camp influence is there, but it 
feels a little more real somehow than a lot 
of the lyrics they've come up with since 
they began to think they Mattered. 1 
suspect Debbie was talking to someone she 
actually knew and had been overtly turned 
off if not burned by, and 1 do find that for 
some reason I prefer the straightforward 
approach: “You say you wanna take 
me/Down to Puerto Rico/Crowded Puerto 
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Stories differ depending who you talk 
to about exactly what went on at Instant 
Records, but the three partners did agree 
on one thing: the potential in Blondie. 

Gottehrer: Icould see immediately that 
the songs were great but that they weren't 
quite ready to execute them yet. They were 
doing musical things within the songs that 
two years later all came together—a lot of 
’em were on the Parallel Lines album. At 
the time their ideas almost exceeded their 
ability to play them. In the case of the 
Blondies, their genius and their originality 
came from their own heads and almost 
from their inability to execute some 
things, just from their desire to experi- 
ment. 

Thau: I thought she was obviously very 
beautiful and there was talent within the 


fter Betrock split, Blondie got 
their first lucky break in the 

form of Instant Records, a pro- 
duction company set up by Marty Thau 
(who needed something to do now that the 
Dolls had broken up), Craig Leon (produced 
first Ramones album) and Richard 
Gottehrer (wrote and produced “My 
Boyfriend's Back” for the Crystals, dis- 
covered the McCoys and produced their hit 
version of “Hang on Sloopy,” co-produced 
and was in the Strangeloves of “I Want 
Candy” and “Night Time” fame, founded 
Sire Records with Seymour Stein, pro- 
duced Focus and Renaissance although he 
doesn't talk about that, and in New Wave 
has been active producing albums by 
Blondie, Richard Hell and the Voidoids, 
and Robert Gordon). 


‘Yeah, this could probably be a hit.’ And I 
said, ‘Sure,’ anything to make him happy 
and buy the record. 


Then the next day he went in and de- 
manded that his boss Larry Uttal buy the 
record. They bought it for all the wrong 
reasons; they didn't know that they had a 
star group or what this group was about or 
anything. They didn't even know what she 
looked like. They never met the group or 
saw the group at that point. And sure 
enough the single came out and created 
enough of a little underground buzz in cer- 
tain pockets of the country and in the in- 
ternational pockets, that they came up 
with a budget to do an album, and the re- 
cord was recorded. They had something on 
that record that they might never recap- 
ture; they have something else now. 

[Private Stock having signed the group, 
with Frankie Valli himself (holding a ma- 
jor controlling interest in the company) 
coming down to CBGB's to see them and 
amazingly conferring his approval, they 
went into the studio with Gottehrer to cut 
their first album.] 

Gottehrer says: I think it’s their best al- 
bum in terms of the songs. From the point 


group, but they sure couldn't play. But 
they had very good musical ideas; it was 
obvious that they had a sense of arrange- 
ment, and color, and drama, and build. Asa 
frontperson I liked her, but a lot of people 
thought she was kind of awkward and self- 
conscious. I didn't include this in my evalu- 
ation, it didn't turn me off because 1 
thought she was such a case study to 
watch. 
She was another Debbie then, 'cause 
she was a lot wilder too. A lot more 
primitive. They were living on the Bowery 
then in this old apartment, her and Chris. 
There was talk for a while of a CBGB's 
bands compilation album, which Marty 
says he envisioned as including people like 
Blondie and Talking Heads. What event- 
ually appeared instead was the horrendous 
Live at CBGB album, and Marty claims 
Hilly more or less pulled the rug out from 
under him.] 
Thau: At that point Gottehrer said, 
“Let's do a single with them,’ and I said 
sure. So we went in and did X Offender.’ 
When the single was complete I took it 
to Howard Rosen, who was head of promo- 
tion at Private Stock, and played it for him 
about fifty times, and he finally said, 
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You know, those overtones are as import- 
ant as the notes people are playing. That’s 
what we caught there. 


he first album was also refresh- 
ing because of the context in 

which it came out. The last six 
months of 1976 were perhaps the first 
time that a great many of us began to be- 
lieve that rock ’n’ roll might be dead or dy- 
ing. With allthethings that had previously 
stood us through like Heavy Metal and 
Southern boogie having been reduced to 
formulas, it seemed like the only things 
left were disco (an airlock), Peter Framp- 
ton, and “Year of the Cat”: Adult Oriented 
Rock, which of course is just Middle of the 
Road in ram’s clothing. 

Things were pretty miserable every- 
where, and suddenly along came this al- 
bum, as lighthearted as if from another age 
yet not at all another dead slice of Sixties 
nostalgia. All the cliches since applied are 
true: the Blondie of that album had to do 
with comic books, all sorts of pop trash, 
Japanese sci-fi flicks, urban sleaze minia- 
turized and rendered humorous, truly clev- 
er and sarcastic lyrics, teenage fun for 
adults and vice-versa. 


Within the next month the first Televi- 
sion and second Ramones albums came 
out, and suddenly New York began to look 
like Rock ’n’ Roll Central. That was Decem- 
ber, 1976. Over in England, the Sex Pistols 
were brewing something even more outra- 
geous, and within the next twelve months 
the New Wave floodgates opened and we 
roared in a riptide of new vitality previ- 
ously unmatched in the Seventies. It didn't 
matter that 90% of these new bands turn- 
ing up everywhere sounded like carbon 
copies of the Stooges or Ramones, but that 
“It's worldwide,” as Patti Smith Group gui- 
tarist Lenny Kaye said to me at CBGB's 
one night. “Just think about the 
implications of that.” Some people were 
disappointed, like Johnny Rotten, who 
said in one interview that he knew there'd 
be countless thousands of bands in the 
wake of the Pistols, but hadn't expected 
"em to be the same band. 


But that just made Blondie stand out 
all the more. In the spring they toured 
America opening for Iggy Pop, with Bowie 
along for the ride on keyboards. The two 
bands became great friends, and it was all 
later photo-documented by Chris in Punk 
magazine. They also toured England, 
Europe, the Orient, and Australia, where 
they had their first big hits. 


of view of what a record is, it’s something 
that’s got a life about it, I could feel the 
record living. It was less calculated than 
the other ones. It’s gone from a position of 
let’s go and do the best we can, we wanna 
sell it, we wanna get rich, we wanna have 
fun, but there’s not that pressure. There’s a 
different kind of pressure. You don’t have 
anything to live up to so you're not trying 
to compare it to anything. 


And I certainly didn’t take ‘em for 
granted. There’s a lot of talent on the music 
scene, and the really good ones will come 
out with the proper guidance and a little di- 
rection. It was apparent to me that the 
Blondies were one of them the second I was 
able to sit down with them quietly—not in 
CBGB’s but in a room. And just listen to it. 


I couldn’t have cared less what she 
looked like. I just thought the songs were 
outrageous, and I think with a sense of hu- 
mor and the fun of it all. The interesting 
thing is the first album’s a bit out of tune, 
and just the way it goes together makes an 
interesting noise, an interesting sound. 
That’s what I think the charm of it is, too. 
It’s almost like listening to the early Bob 
Dylan records when he first went electric. 


to be out there centerstage walloping 
around. Valentine was co-author of “X-Of- 
fender,” and rumor has it he penned “(I’m 
Always Touched by Your) Presence, Dear,” 
on Plastic Letters, as a parting gift to the 
group. Both sides report that despite some 
minor tensions at the time the parting was 
amicable. 


ary Valentine left after play- 
ing on the first album to form his 

own band, the Know. In retro- 
spect it almost seems as if it should have 
been obvious all along that he would never 
be satisfied with the back-up position, 
especially on as traditionally laconic-gum- 
chewing an instrument as bass. He wanted 
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Growing Un inthe Muse Biz 


of papers in his room at the Sunset Mar- 
quis on February 9, 1977. 

The end of the relationship came more 
slowly, through a thousand amassed little 
resentments, charges and counter-charges 
of various betrayals, and lies. There was a 
meeting in November 1978 in the office of 
Bert Padell, the band’s business manager, 
in which the wheels of divorce were set in 
motion. On January 29-30, 1979, in a 
meeting with Chrysalis president Terry 
Ellis and Leeds’ business partner Edward 
Massey, the union was officially dissolved. 
People who know everyone involved say, 
sadly, that although there are no more liti- 
gations or particularly active hostilities 
going on, feelings remain raw on both 
sides, and according to their final deal, 
Leeds still gets a percentage of the band’s 
earnings. 

According to Leeds, Debbie was told by 
him to dye her hair and do the Blondie act 
way back when she was in Wind in the Wil- 
lows; Leeds conceived and designed the 
Parallel Lines album cover, without which, 
he feels, the record would not have sold 
nearly as well; Leeds thought up the 
“Blondie is a Group” phrase and attendant 
excelsior. Chris says this is true and that 
the group disliked the phrase and sur- 
rounding media campaign from the outset. 

Still, there’s no question that Leeds had 
a lot to do with putting Blondie on the 
map, literally, by booking them a five- 
month, economy-class world tour during 
the first half of 1977, laying the ground- 
work for their stardom not only in England 
but the rest of Europe, Thailand, Japan 
and Australia. 

Perhaps the final word possible at this 
point on the Blondie-Leeds divorce belongs 
to Richard Gottehrer: “Getting out of the 
situation was a hard decision for me but 
one that I made without undue regret. I 
think I liked Blondie more than the people 
that they were involved with at the time. 
Part of this business is business and an- 
other part’s pleasure and I had my fun.” 

The group are now in the capable hands 
of Shep Gordon, the man who discovered 
and made a star out of Alice Cooper. Both 
management and artists appear to be hap- 
py with one another. 


ehind the scenes, though, the 
situation was anything but copa- 

setic. Almost from the word go, 
Blondie was miserably unhappy with 
Private Stock records, who seemed neither 
to know nor to care how to deal with them. 
There were complaints that the label 
wasn't putting enough money into promo- 
tion and other things, but what angered 
the band the most (and probably best sum- 
marized the label’s view of them) was the 
release of a large poster sent out to re- 
viewers and disc jockies everywhere as a 
promotional item. It was a photograph of 
Debbie from the waist up, wearing a see- 
thru blouse. A fairly cheap, sleazy gim- 
mick, it almost certainly did Deborah 
Harry as a person and an artist, and 
Blondie as a band, more harm than good; 
certainly, at a time when almost everybody 
including yours truly in his Voice review 
was still referring to her as “Debbie 
Blondie” it sure didn’t help matters. She 
looked sort of sick and glazed in it, though 
lots of guys found it sexy. 

Jody Uttal, Private Stock’s director of 
publicity, would later defend the poster to 
Rolling Stone: “At the time, it was really 
the only way we had to market them.” 

Which, considering the richness of the 
subject matter on that album—surfing, 
kung fu girls, science fiction apocalypse, 
vice cops—seems a pretty pathetic excuse. 

Blondie’s manager Peter Leeds raised 
$500,000 to buy out Gottehrer ($100,000) 
and Private Stock ($400,000), and made a 
deal with Chrysalis, whose president,Terry 
Ellis, seemed to be not only interested as a 
pragmatic businessman but a downright 
fan as well. 

Meanwhile, relations between Leeds 
and the band were, if anything, even 
worse. Chris has said that they knew it was 
not going to work out from about two 
months after they hooked up with him. 

According to Peter Leeds, he met Deb- 
bie and Richard Gottehrer at a Christmas 
party in 1976; he says he had known both 
before, Debbie since Wind in the Willows 
days, but had seen neither in a while. He 
heard the record at Gottehrer’s house, 
loved it, and set up a series of meetings 
with the group, climaxing with the signing 
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to get across in some of those songs like 
Youth Nabbed as Sniper.” 

“Yeah, well, that was the problem. 1 
don't know, I think some of them thought 
Detroit” would be good for the English 
audience because it was about working 
class and factory stuff. I think their songs 
are a little obscure sometimes, especially 
on this album. They had that spy song 
which always kind of escaped me. ‘I’m on E’ 
is a very, very clever song, especially if you 
get into the lyrics. She’s talking about her- 
self being emotionally drained, I think. 
They’re takin’ my car, my television, but 
Tm still nothing, I’m hungry ... ‘Youth 
Nabbed As Sniper,’ I guess they could tell 
you more about it than me. That first song, 
‘Fan Mail’—Jimmy sometimes gets a little 
heavy—but I think that’s a great piece. 
‘Presence, Dear’ was an excellent song, 
that was written by Gary while he was 
with Blondie. At the time he’d just left the 
group, it was a bit strained but it’s okay 
now. I don’t think that’s a problem. 

“The second record wasn’t really an 
American record. Neither was the first 
one. They’re much more European records, 
in sound, in attitude ... Americans need 
things I think spelled out for ’em, right in 
front of 'em as far as the songs go, the 
hooks have to be obvious, it has to sound 
like things they’re hearing at the present 
time. I don’t think there’s as much reaction 
to originality in American radio as there is 
in Europe, probably because over there the 
press is as influential as the radio play. 
‘Denis’ didn’t sell at all here, yet it sold 
millions of records throughout the rest of 
the world.” 

I remarked that I thought the songs on 
the first record were just real American 
pop art consciousness. 

“But y know something, it wasn’t exact- 
ly in tune, Americans, you know what I 
mean ...? You don’t turn on the radio and 
hear very many records here that have a 
spark of originality that are not executed 
by master musicians. Which Blondie at 
that time had not yet become. 

“But on that second album it was just as 
hard for me to grasp the point that they 
were trying to make. There were conflicts 
in general about just which songs to do, 


efore he left, Gottehrer pro- 
duced Plastic Letters, an album 
that nobody seemed too happy 
with, though it did provide “Denis,” their 
first of many hit singles worldwide with 
the solitary exception of the United States. 
The group’s arty inclinations were sudden- 
ly much more in evidence on the second al- 
bum, the sense of totally unalloyed fun 
which was the first LP’s magic was gone 
for sure, and songs like “Youth Nabbed As 
Sniper” and “Contact in Red Square” failed 
to deliver the crass rush their tabloid/film 
noir/police blotter titles promised. The 
gender/het-homo ambiguities of “Love at 
the Pier” were neither explicit enough to 
startle as in the manner of Lou Reed at top 
form, nor artful enough to tantalize uni- 
versal latent role confusions. The whole 
thing just seemed off-center somehow, and 
of course it probably didn’t help that with 
Valentine’s departure Chris had to do dou- 
ble duty on this album, filling in for him on 
bass. 
I asked Gottehrer if he found any 
difference between working with the band 
in the studio on the first and second 
albums. 
“Yeah,” he said, “it was different. They 
were more involved in the second album, 
though they were pretty involved in the 
first, it was always a cooperative venture. 
But on the first album I really wanted to 
work on ‘In the Flesh,’ and did. I spent a lot 
of time on that song, and that turned out to 
be their first hit record. It was Number 
One, a gold record in Australia. After that, 
I thought parts of the second album were a 
little ponderous, but other parts were 
really interesting, particularly ‘Denis.’ It 
was Debbie's idea to resurrect that”—the 
song was originally a hit for a one-shot 
group called Randy and the Rainbows in 
the very early Sixties; I’d never heard it pre 
Plastic Letters—“to sing French in the 
middle. I thought it was incredible, I don’t 
think they were as sure of it; they thought 
at the time that you hadda be a little 
heavier or you hadda be something else, 
Ub... 
“What was your initial reaction,” 1 
asked, “to some of the material in there? I 
still don't understand what they're trying 
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“Ah, there was just like no real con- 
ception, And then also I believe in the 
second album syndrome, where a band will 
have this outpouring of fresh energy on 
their first album, and then especially in the 
New Wave all the second albums were dis- 
appointing initially: look at Television, 
Patti, the Ramones ...” 

“I wasn't disappointed in Television or 
the Ramones’ second albums myself. And I 
thought Talking Heads' second was better 
than their first.” 

“Well, a lot of people were. Especially 
critics. But I just think that's a syndrome. 
For one thing, the songs we had on the first 
album were all played for years and years, 
and that stuff on the second album, only 
one, Love at the Pier,’ was an old song. The 
rest of 'em were done for the album.” 

Since they had enjoyed such a string of 
hit singles all over the rest of the world 
before “Glass” cracked America—you'll 
hear people comparing them to Abba, 
though I don’t think that fits at all—l 
asked him how he and the group had felt 
about being chartbusters everywhere but 
their home turf. 

“The way the singles have been handled 
in America, from Private Stock on, has not 
been too hot. I think we have consistently 
had the wrong singles released on us. They 
did release ‘Denis’ here but it didn’t do any- 
thing because that was when Southern 
rock was still dominating everything. The 
lyric was partially in French and every- 
thing, but the bottom line is it was power 
pop and nobody was ready for it. Whereas 
at the same time it was a massive hit all 
over Europe; it was Number One in those 
countries for months.” 

“Well, didn’t you say in one interview 
that the group is kind of a European 
group?” 

“Well, yeah, we've always had a Euro- 
pean appeal; in the European press with 
Jimmy’s Farfisa and all we’ve always had 
an Italian bar band image.” 

Idon’t ask him whether he thinks that’s 
funny. I figure he could laugh for himself if 
he felt like it. 

In an interview in the December 1979 
issue of Record Review magazine, new 
guitarist and bassist Frank Infante (who 
played a bit on Plastic Letters) and Nigel 
Harrison (who didn’t) were asked roughly 
the same question, and Frank said, “I think 
we played in Europe more than we played 
here. There’s a lot more territory to cover 
here. It’s not easy to become a success in 
England, but compared to America, I think 
it’s a lot easier.” 


almost like ‘We gotta do a few of Jimmy's 
songs, a few of our songs...’ I think what 
was going on then was the band was trying 
to assert itself, and Debbie was trying with 
a conscious effort not to make it the blonde 
bombshell, and they did, but .... 

“Clem has turned out to be probably 
one of the top five drummers in rock 'n' roll 
today. He's remarkable, and Jimmy has 
grown up, Chris’ guitar playing has really 
improved, and the two new guys that I 
didn’t have the opportunity to work with, 
the bass player and guitar player, they 
were just experimenting with them on the 
second album. They’ve really added a lot to 
the group since then. And ‘Denis,’ I keep 
going back to it, but the humor and fun in 
there were just, well ... with a Jersey 
accent to start singing in French was ... 
just really fabulous. Hell, I wanted ’em to 
do ‘Heart of Glass,’ but they never wanted 
to do it. Actually it wasn't called ‘Heart of 
Glass’ yet, it was still just their ‘disco song,” 
but it was essentially the same record, mel- 
ody, lyrics. But they just never wanted to 
do it.” 

“Because it was disco music?” 

“Could be. I think a lot of the material 
on Eat to the Beat is new, on Parallel Lines 
there were a lot of songs they had from 
before, and that they've still got a lot of 
great early things that they've never 
done.” 

Chris was not entirely happy with the 
second album, either, and as for the lyrics, 
well ... I said to him, “Most of the people I 
know don’t understand what a lot of your 
songs are about. 10 be the first to admit 
that I’m one of them.” 

“Well,” he said, “lyrically a lot of the 
songs go fairly deep into various things. 
We had that one song, ‘Sniper,’ that was 
one I wrote about a kid shooting cars that 
was prophetic actually in terms of herald- 
ing the coming trends, That was right 
before Son of Sam. And Tm on E’ is about 
the gas shortage, that came out long before 
that was goin’ on.” 

“Oh, yeah? Cause I asked Gottehrer 
about that and—” 

“E means empty.” 

“Yeah, I caught that when you just said 
it, but he said he thought it was more Tm 
on open E tuning, I’m blanked out, wiped 
out,’ and he said he didn't understand a lot 
of the lyrics on the album as a whole.” 

“We had a lot of problems making that 
album, because that was right when Gary 
left.” 

“Well, then, would you say that the 
album was somewhat misconceived?” 


tained from the beginning, it was no sur- 
prise. And it certainly should not have been 
misconstrued as some “sellout to disco,” 
since disco's what they play, as everybody 
knows, at all them places like Studio 54, 
where after “Glass’” success The Warhol 
itself threw a party for Debbie. According 
to the New York Times, she was recognized 
by few of the patrons over 25 even though 
she had known Warhol for years and her 
face was gracing the cover of his Interview 
rag that very month. She ended up trying 
to escape from her own party and almost 
not being able to, picked clean as the cousin 
in Suddenly, Last Summer by a whirring 
swarm of paparazzi. 

It’s so hard to tell the avant-garde from 
Bloomingdale's anymore that maybe it's 
best just not to even ask. Fripp, not long 
after their jam-nite, did ask Debbie to sing 
the Summer song on Exposure, the solo 
album he was then preparing for Polydor. 
But, in a move that one supposes is typical 
of record company theories on How To 
Build Promising Artists Into Hot Property 
Superstars, Chrysalis replied with a flat 
No, explaining, according to Fripp, that 
“Deborah Harry has a voice in a million.” 
Well, so does Jody Maxwell of Screw, so 
what? Fortunately for Blondie and their 
fans, Fripp was a gentleman and adult 
enough not to retaliate, and contributed 
some rippling guitar figures to Parallel 
Lines’ “Fade Away and Radiate.” 


hile all of this was going on, 
new hard-rock bedrock was 
laid into the band in the form 


of Frank Infante (guitar) and Nigel 
Harrison (bass). 

Nigel is a veteran of Michael Des- 
Barres glitter albatross Silverhead, of 16 
and Savaged demisemisometimefame. 
After that he did a little relatively painless 
time in Ray Manzarek’s (ex-Doors) Nite 
City. He doesn’t have the 3-D sharp person- 
ality of Valentine, but he fits. 

Frank's a Jersey City boy who'd 
previously played with a whole lot of 
bands, probably better off left uncited, on 
one of the grungiest circuits in America. 
But he has proven to be positive ballast 
owing not only to his only-Jersey-natural 
rockchops but to how they can offset some 
of Chris’ Twinkie Zone tendencies. 

“Our styles are different,” Frank told 
Record Review. “Chris is more into elec- 
tronic sounds and I'm more into just 
getting down and playing the guitar. I 
played on ‘One Way or Another,’ that’s 
more my style.” 


FRANK AND NIGEL GET HAPPY. 


“There's one TV show,” explained 
Nigel, who's British himself, “Top of the 
Pops, and if you get a halfway decent 
record [in England] you're guaranteed a lot 
of sales. If it's a good record, you're 
guaranteed a Top Ten.” 

But surely it can't be that simple. Prob- 
ably the key lies in the simple realization 
that, asin so many other areas, America no 
longer leads the world musically. Though 
really for generations it's almost been 
something of a tradition how many of our 
best cultural products are disregarded or 
disliked at home, found open arms in Eu- 
rope, and sometimes decades later, maybe 
finally found their just rewards back here. 
There's no reason why it should be any dif- 
ferent for the Blondies, especially since, 
with so much of their material, they don't 
especially make it easy on themselves or 
the casual or even uncasual listener 
anyway. 


t would seem that Blondie have al- 
ways wanted to consider themselves 
at least capable of dipping 

into the avant-garde. Chris has expressed 

his admiration of Andy Warhol on more 
than one occasion, They were never all that 
far from Soho in temperament whatever 
the geography; and despite the fact that 
you may think some of these manifesta- 
tions a little pretentious, they received 
what probably amounted to certified seal of 
approval and welcome to The Club when, 
one night in the summer of 1978, Robert 

Fripp, guitar experimentalist, sat in on a 

Blondie gig at CBGB’s and they did Donna 

Summer's “I Feel Love.” 

It got a lot of press, and I wouldn't be at 
all surprised if it was this which finally led 
them to cut “Heart of Glass,” though given 
the aforestated closeness to the arty/fash- 
ion/conceptualist sphere that Chris and 
Debbie (if no one else in the band) main- 


Mike Chapman: The Mann the. Glass Booth 


Overleaf: 

LITTLE RASCALS 

GO SLUMMING 

ON PARK AVENUE: AT 
DEB'S STUDIO 54 BASH, 
L to R: UNCA ANDY 
(WHO THREW IT), 
LORNA LUFT, JERRI HALL, 
DEBBIE (WHO FLED 
EARLY), TRUMAN 
CAPOTE AND SEVERAL 
OTHER SCENESTERS 
TOO FAMOUS TO NAME. 
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Does Chapman care how obnoxious 
these things are? Does he care about art, or 
“art,” or “ART”? This seems to put him at 
odds with Chris Stein on one level until you 
consider that possibly Andy Warhol’s 
greatest artistic achievement of the Seven- 
ties was telling the world in an ad cam- 
paign that he was stupid enough to not 
only read but pay money for U.S. News de 
World Report every week. 

Andy's into art as function. And what's 
more functional than money? Nothing. If 
it makes Big Bucks, ipso facto, ya gotcher- 
self another cultural artifact. 

I have fantasies of Andy and Mike C. 
sneaking down the hall to have themselves 
a proper hoot over this, well out of earshot 
of the group, of course. 

Or maybe not. Maybe Blondie was in on 
the joke from the beginning. Chris and 
Debbie may seem paranoid and in over 
their heads at this or other points, but they 
are not dumb. If anything, they overthink, 
which is reflected in their last three 
albums. 

Now, this is not to impugn Andy War- 
hol’s status as one of the great portraitists 
of our time, especially now that dear Nor- 
man Rockwell has passed on. Nor is it to 
infer that Mike Chapman is a “greedhead” 
(old hippie term—you usually got called it 
while the person saying so was himself rip- 
ping you off). What I want to clarify here is 
a ground, not unlike a Howard Hughes air- 
line landing strip, where we can explore 
the chemistry that indubitably exists be- 
tween the universes of Warhol and Chap- 
man, and thus perhaps more fully under- 
stand Parallel Lines” astonishing world- 
wide success. 

A typical Chapman product drives me 
insane. Idiosyncratic masterpieces are less 
than doorstops to him. In fact, if he rules 
the world, as he may soon, people like Lou 
Reed, Neil Young and Iggy Pop are gonna 
have to shape up or ship out. Because to 
me, all Chapman seems to care about is 
hits. Which are better than either money 
or sex, because they make the former 
which can buy the latter. It's nice to have 
power, to have a universe of supplicants a 
button away, but power's just a drug like 
any other. ... 

So, back up there behind the boards and 
wiring and corporate walls sits Mike 


roducers can make all the differ- 
ence in even the most idiosyn- 

cratic artists’ careers. In many 
ways the modern producer's job is that of a 
packager's: he takes raw material, infused 
with greater or lesser degrees of talent 
(makes no difference in the long run, which 
is probably one of the biggest problems 
with the current music scene), sifts 
through these rough heaps of noise and 
attitude, and discards that which is too as- 
saultive or arcane for the sensibilities of 
the mythical Mr, Average American Radio 
Listener, 

People like Mike Chapman, the produc- 
er of Blondie’s third and fourth LPs, are 
well-paid for their magic. Like Fred Sil- 
verman in teeveeland, the Chapmans of 
the world have what’s always called the 
“touch.” That’s buzzword for “It may stink, 
but boy does it ever sell!” Perhaps beyond 
all the demographic surveys there is some 
direct, immediate, maybe extra-sensory 
linkup by which the Chapmans, the best of 
their breed, instinctively KNOW before it 
ever hits the radio that something like 
Foreigner's “Hotblooded” is gonna be a 
gorilla while ten thousand other leadenly 
priapic metal macho swipes of some old 
brontosaurus’ tail are just gonna sit there 
and rust. 

Mike Chapman remains a business and 
rock ’n’ roll legend. For a decade he, with 
writing/production partner Nicky Chinn, 
has churned out more hit singles for more 
people than you could shake a bucket of 
BeeGees at. Remember all those bubble- 
gummy hits on the radio around 1972 by 
artists you kinda half-liked (but their 
singles were so catchy as to become organ- 
isms growing up the side of your skull with 
a life of their own)? “Rock n’ Roll, Pt. II” by 
Gary Glitter. “Little Willy” by the Sweet. 
Mud. Suzie Quatro, the Original Runaway, 
black leather ’n’ all. Smokie. 

Around the time he was recruited to 
turn Parallel Lines into something not so 
far from the Frampton Comes Alive of its 
era, Chapman was bequeathing us such 
gems as not only the Knack's first album, 
but also Exile's “Kiss You All Over,” Nick 
Gilder's “Hot Child in the City” and the If 
You Weren't So Romantic, Id Shoot You 
album by old Gottehrer friend Rick Der- 
ringer, the Harold Stassen of rock 'n’ roll. 


Except there is a contradiction between 
Chapman’s “light” listening and what 
people have called Debbie's unemotional 
singing and zombielike stage presence. 
There is a coldness about the whole band 
that becomes more emphatic each time 
they put out a new album. Almost none of 
them ever smiles in publicity shots, as if to 


Chapman. With a smile on his face. 
Because he knows that HE is on the radio, 
blaring in any dashboard, that sound, that 
one precise peculiar never quite isolatable 
sound, well, Mike Chapman owns it. 

“If you can’t make hit singles,” 
Chapman told Rolling Stone's Jamie 
James in Chris Stein's favorite article, 
“you should fuck off and go chop meat 
somewhere.” 

So long, Leonard Cohen, nice knowin' 
ya I guess. 


hapman had been a Blondie af- 
ficionado from afar since their 

first album. “I love their first 
LP,” he told New York Rocker, “the 
arrangements and ideas were great, but it 
was badly put together.” He added that 
Parallel Lines “was a hard album to make 
because nobody was used to the discipline I 
require when I make an album. In the past 
they’d record and it'd be, T guess that's 
okay.’ It took lots of energy to get the 
tracks down and make them better than 
okay. I’m glad I did it.” 

Yes and so are elevators the world over. 

I don’t know if Parallel Lines is New 
Wave for that great mythic Ozzie and Har- 
riet audience out there in the heartland 
(somehow I doubt it), but I do know what 
Mike means when he says that unlike its 
predecessors this album was “polished, 
tight and varied”; he also hit the nail 
square on the head re Chris’ artsy pre- 
tences and the band’s general worth in the 
broader scheme of things by adding “It’s 
good light listening—that's what Blondie's 
all about.” 

Okay. And, uh, make it on toast please, 
whole wheat. 

On the question of punk rock, Chapman 
has this to say to one interviewer: “I didn’t 
make a punk album or a New Wave album 
with Blondie. I made a pop album. If the 
radio stations would only forget this evil 
word ‘punk-rock.’ It’s modern rock ’n’ roll. 
Punk-rock doesn’t exist or it does in Eng- 
land but they're so far behind the rest of 
the world that it doesn’t really matter.” 

Guess that takes care of that. 
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Of course well use Parallel Lines, 
because that is the album in which they got 
their big Statement out to the most people 
so far. The record’s practically a household 
word by now, so if there is potential for 
political revolution in this group, this 
album has spread the clear light of the 
vision farthest. 
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, “Don't underestimate us, folks. This 
isn't just some pop fluff, we are Serious 
People with Important Things To Say.” 

So let's say that Blondie aren't just a 
fun, pop group, making “good light listen- 
ing.” Let's say there's a real art statement 
being made here. Try to figure out through 
all the obfuscations exactly what it is. 


MAKING IT: WELL, IT BEATS WORKING AT WOOLWORTH'5. 
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and perhaps their whole stance might be 
summed up in the lyrics from an unfin- 
ished song by Deborah after which the al- 
bum was named. They’re printed on the 
inner sleeve, and they probably make more 
sense as a poem anyway; aside from some 
babble about someone named Evangeline, 
the idea seems to be that whether we’re 
talking about the song, the printed page, 
the mosaic blear that comes off the exter- 
nal coaxial umbilical, or you and me, there 
is no reconciliation possible: “It’s parallel 
lines that will never meet.” 


erhaps it’s Blondie’s image as 
Good Clean Wholesome Rock 'n’ 

Roll Kids Who Made It Big as 
much as the music that keeps Parallel 
Lines swimming around the antipodes of 
the charts, never quite dropping off. 
People seem to just keep buying and 
buying it, like Rumours or something 
equally ineluctable. 


I still refuse to believe that any of the 
songs on this album are about anything. 
The general gist of many of Blondie’s lyrics 
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‘Calle Lines’ 


Zao lort- 


his Philosophy, Nothing is always tasteful, 
always in style, always discreet. 

As for Debbie, she’s letting us know 
that just because there are words all over 
this lyric sheet doesn’t mean they have to 
follow like literature or “Mr. Tambourine 
Man” or even “Sugar Sugar.” The words 
can stand on their own, each one separate 
and complete unto itself, an objet dart 
suspended in the space between your 
headphone ears. It has long been estab- 
lished that the vast majority of pop record 
buyers and rock fans never listen to lyrics 
anyway, unless they’ve got dirty ones stuck 
in there somewhere. There are just enti- 
ties, countless billions of them, all of abso- 
lutely equivalent significance and value. 

The Blondies are hip to Post-Modern- 
ism, and Post-Modernism is hip to them, 
which is why even their most bland-out 
lyrics get quoted in Village Voice articles 
on the subject. It’s a marriage of conven- 
ience. And convenience is the name of the 
game, otherwise why bother with any- 
thing? Make it spare and clean and fast. 
Above all, don't expect. Because it isn't 
there. I’m not there. I say what I mean: No- 
thing. Cathode trance is perfect orgone iso- 
lation, fixed beyond Burroughs, goes on 
long as Con Ed holds out. But the lines are 
fixed, too. No cheap sentiment or jackoff 
rage: passion in this context is useless as a 
luxury liner in the middle of the Sahara. As 
for the reference to Evangeline, I seriously 
doubt that it has anything to do with any 
heroine of any poem by Longfellow. 
Evangeline is just another word, a unit in 
the mosaic blear at the end of the coaxial 
cable or the trail of type and don’t fall over 
the edge. But these people are beyond in- 
jokes, beyond coy, beyond their own 
beyondness. Nada chucks Dada out the 
window, byebye clutter. 

The thing that makes Parallel Lines 
assuredly avant-garde is precisely that it’s 
so airtight and multiple-varnished, such a 
pristinely slick piece of product it’s not 
even vapid like Barry Manilow, who at 
least can embarrass/make you throw up 


In other words, as John Lydon (ex- 
Johnny Rotten) said in a far different 
universe, “Words are useless/I see it in 
your eyes.” That you got no eyes. In other 
words, no words. The meaning of all of this 
may be measured inversely to its secular/ 
practical/spiritual application, and the 
most profoundly meaningful thing—in 
fact the only meaningful thing left in the 
entire universe is—nothing. Beautiful No- 
thing. The Warhol, Deb’s Unca Andy him- 
self couldn’ta put it better. Like he said in 


the bare fact n’ act of holding it in her 
hand. Anybody or indeed anything could 
be on the other end, you’re replaceable and 
don't ever dare forget it or it might be your 
last mistake in this life. Health may be 
measured by degrees of stasis. Except all 
the yardsticks have been used for kindling 
—oh well. One of us is here. A photo would 
do as well. 

“Fade Away and Radiate,” is a compan- 
ion piece in a way to “Hanging on the Tele- 
phone,” another love song to a piece of 
technical furniture with the only true life 
force, the one that comes not from the 
womb but the wall, humming through it. 
No wonder Chris and Debbie’s relationship 
has held together so long in a time when 
people can’t seem to connect: they’re like 
Ralf and Florian with one sex change be- 
tween the two (You first, my dear Al- 
phonse ...), sitting up next to each other in 
bed, each making love with totally skilled 
concentration to the electronic gadget of 
his or her choice. Occasionally a hand 
reaches around the back, meets another, 
they squeeze briefly, contact made, base 
touched, and pull away, back to the real 
reel deal, the empty floursack heart's last 
whispered wish, to keep on that little 
bugger tapping out those codes in com- 
binations and permutations infinite as 
Borges' Library of Babylon until you hit 
that PERFECT CONNECTION where ev- 
erything merges and nothing needs 'cause 
you won't exist. 


I know Deborah’s game. She, like Chris, 
has been to Andy-School, and sometimes I 
think she may have learned her lessons far 
better than he. Like for instance that the 
hottest market-valued commodity you can 
give 'em now is an undifferentiated screen, 
a field upon which they can project them- 
selves, whatever it is they want to see or 
think they want to see or think they do see 
when they don’t because there's nothing 
there and their pupils were clouded over 
through disuse a while back and they 
didn’t even notice it but that’s okay just 
like everything else. I know but I don’t 
know. That’s what I call a feeling of com- 
pletion. No schizophrenia here—just two 
perfectly symbiotic interlocking yinyang 
halves! 

“11:59” is almost too urgent for this 
album, till you realize that for Jimmy or 
the protagonist in this song it’s gonna be 
11:59 forever. When the Ramones called 
their last album End of the Century, they 
were automatically implying the begin- 
ning of something new, gotta have some 


once in awhile with an “At the Copa.” 
Nope. This is it. The masterpiece. Gotta be, 
because its dimensions are so perfect: no 
bottom, no top, no sides, no rides, no new 
nows no how. Each song is a perfectly con- 
structed concave system in which every 
single piece of information offered up in 
the lyrics cancels out another correspond- 
ing piece of information, kinda like a jig- 
saw puzzle except at the end instead of a 
picture you get a perfect blank. And that 
blank of course is nothing less than 
Deborah Harry’s face. 

I used to think a lot of Blondie’s more 
recent songs were about emotional ambi- 
valence—now I know that’s investing them 
with far too much tragic weight. They'd 
collapse under the strain. When Debbie 
sings she’s gonna getcha getcha gitcha! it’s 
obvious that she doesn’t mean that she’s 
gonna appropriate your bod for the carnal 
or your soul to quench the pangs of love 
she’s always made a point of not having. A 
friend of mine said “Jesus, it’s so un- 
sensuous, it sounds like a threat!” 

“Hanging on the Telephone” has more 
to do with romance with the receiver, 
wires, telephone mechanism and attendant 
technology itself than any human “rela- 
tionship.” She’s hanging on that damn 
phone not because she likes the sounds of 
your voice or cares about what you're 
saying, but because she feels comforted by 
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And how did the Blank Generation re- 
ceive this ultimate paean to its stance and 
aims? With incomprehension and hostil- 
ity, as usual. Certainly it's much closer to 
the, well, heart of all those things than 
Richard Hell's song was. But people are 
getting more Pavlovian all the time, and 
there's all kinds of them walking around 
with little buzzers in their heads that 
whenever they hear the word “disco” or a 
certain type of beat or even a rhythm box 
the alarm’s tripped and it’s riot in the cell 
block again. 

For Blondie, of course, “Heart of Glass” 
was the breakthrough they’d been working 
towards all along (I think): it went Number 
One all across these United States, pos- 
sibly the only thing they were united upon 
that week. Chris just shrugged the whole 
thing off. “We didn’t expect the song to be 
that big,” he told Circus magazine for a 
pseudo rabble-rousing article entitled 
“Why Are Rockers Going Disco?” “We did 
it as a novelty item to put more diversity 
into the album. We thought ‘Picture This’ 
and ‘Pretty Baby’ would be big hits in the 
States. Naturally, we were proven wrong 
... I suppose we should be concerned with 
the disappointment of our fans. But if 
they're that strict that theyll get con- 
cerned because we do a song like ‘Heart of 
Glass, I can't have much sympathy for 
them. It’s not selling out. It’s only one 
song. 


a 


action, why sit around 30 years waiting for 
a castle to fall outa the air when we can 
blast through on methedrine time and 
FIND OUT. This of course is the antithesis, 
or obverse, the only thing could kill it'd be 
the stroke of twelve. Will anything hap- 
pen? The question’s already answered 
itself. 

“Sunday Girl” is like Sunday afternoon 
TV. Either that or the closeness of the 
Other is only bearable because of this con- 
text of utter becalmitude, the motionless 
air of the day of rest. Song’s about a pillow, 
not a girl. 

“Just Go Away” is a nice way to close an 
album that never opened to begin with, 
kind of like a locked, barred and bolted 
door marked PRIVATE, not overkill but 
dry humor perhaps, pre-fab as you, just 
add water but not while I’m around please, 
I can’t stand the sight of living growing 
organic things. 


ee eart of Glass.” Never saw the 

Herzog movie. Nick Tosches 

told Debbie when he inter- 
viewed her for Creem, “There’s no such 
movie.” Probably not. Is there such a group 
as Blondie? What difference does it make? 
You and they have no particular reason to 
be physically around each other. And even 
if there are six human beings somewhere 
who have devoted their lives to the main- 
tenance of a rock group with this name, 
they still haven’t come up with anything 
within leagues of “Sugar Sugar,” which 
means they could never be as real or heavy 
as the Archies who never ever existed. 

Probably the slight palpable but bear- 
able tickly tension of that eternally unful- 
filled promise as disco’s rhythms are un- 
released was what made this song such a 
blanket hit for so long in every bar—every 
restaurant-disco-punk club-old folks’ home- 
hos -prison. It curled through the 
wires, drifting out and down the air like a 
fume of soma. Putting to well-earned rest 
burning hearts and nerves. A heart of glass 
might be ultimately vulnerable, but you 
didn’t necessarily see the vault and 
armored car up there, the driver motion- 
less and the subject of “The Hardest Part.” 
All your acetylene in the world will never 
get it open. You don’t want it open. 

And the alternatives are so much more 
interesting: disco: an airlock. Blondie: a 
nonentity and five apathetic young fel- 
lows. They're nobodies, she’s a nonentity, 
there's a difference. They exist. Tough 
luck. 


possibly because there is no answer to such 
a question, but it’s neither failure nor water- 
treading either. What it is is about a fifty- 
fifty proposition: fifty percent songs that 
stand on their own as fine pieces of pop rock 
without the necessity of some philosophical 
or techno-theocratic system behind the pro- 
ceedings; fifty percent dross and failed ex- 
periments and songs that for one reason or 
another—like, crankiness, say—turn the lis- 
tener off in spite of fine craftsmanship. 
There's no “Heart of Glass” here, of 
course—“Dreaming,” although a great song 
and a fine single, didn't come close. 

In many ways this is more an album- 
album than the other three: it's hard to 
think of very many cuts which resemble 
likely hit singles, anywhere in the world. 


the Warhol world of the Sixties, 
Stephen Koch described Warhol 
as “one whose presence is defined as an 
absence.” In this sense, then, Blondie's most 
pressing problem post-“Heart of Glass” 
would be how in the world to follow up so 
perfect a white hole as Parallel Lines? 
Eat to the Beat is not really the answer, 


|] n Stargazer, his brilliant study of 
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day in the life of an industrial worker, or 
just a sketch with no real action or resolu- 
tion Pve never been able to fully work out. 
“Dreaming” is about emotional distance 
again: “Dreaming is free,” and a great piece 
of pop craftsmanship on every level. 

“Union City Blue,” reportedly written by 
Debbie during a break on the set of, but not 
featured in the movie of the same title in 
which she was starred, has a dreamy, 
melancholy feeling that suggests wasted 
lives, a sense of mystery inside the drabness 
of day-to-day Middle American life that 
comes through like a gust of wind, and 
“Shayla” works somewhat similar ground to 
even stronger effect. Loosely patterned on a 
lot of Archetypal Rock Classics of the 
past—“Crimson and Clover,” lots of girl 
group songs—it tells another slight but ef- 
fective story, with supernatural (or ex- 
traterrestrial) overtones this time. As near 
as I’ve made out, it’s about an isolated, 
unhappy woman who goes for a drive on the 
freeway, where in the last second before los- 
ing her life in a collision she perceives... 
Something, out there, something mystical 
and complete and redemptive, either flying 
saucers or some universal Force. It's left 
deliberately vague and open to various in- 
terpretations. 

The thing that strikes me about “Dream- 
ing,” “Union City Blue,” and “Shayla,” is 
that all of them, and especially the last two, 
are a lot closer to real, achingly human pas- 
sions than almost anything they’ve record- 
ed since the first album, perhaps more deep- 
ly felt than anything they've ever recorded 
before. So much of Blondie's music is inten- 
tionally anti-emotional that one may find 
oneself unduly grateful for the slightest 
scraps of passion, yearning, empathy, 
anything. But all three of those qualities are 
definitely in “Shayla” and “Union City 
Blue.” Debbie has, in certain interviews, ex- 
pressed an identification with the main- 
stream working people of America not un- 
like Bruce Springsteen's in its root honesty 
and lack of condescension—as she said, 
she's been a “waitress in a donut shop” too. 
Maybe these songs are the result. 


“Accidents Never Happen” is a fairly 
traditional and straightforward uptempo 
rock love song with wry quasi-mystical 
overtones not unlike “I Can See For Miles.” 
Now if Debbie would only sing it with a 
tenth of the soaring passion Daltrey mus- 
tered back there; it's not that she turns in a 
bad job, she does everything she's sup- 
posed to in all the right places, but, to me, 
still just sounds ... indifferent. 


And that's no putdown—the best ones work 
fine in context, besides which I wouldn't be 
surprised to find the selection I’d’vethought 
unlikeliest of all becoming a hit, because I’ve 
been wrong so many times before, never 
would have predicted most of their past hits 
just from listening to them on the albums. 

“Dreaming” only got as far as the Top 
Twenty, so as of this writing they’re trying 
for “The Hardest Part,” which seems dubi- 
ous except for the hook of the sex joke in the 
lyrics, which could carry it over into almost 
novelty status, the kind of thing people 
listen to again and again to make sure they 
get all the words and haven't missed any 
smut. “The Hardest Part” also seems to con- 
tain at least the lineaments of a story, but 
whether it’s the story of a robbery, a drab 


reason you wouldn't is that (as I keep harp- 
ing on) the music seems to have no really 
strong emotions in it, and what emotions 
do surface occasionally, what obsessions 
and lusts, are invariably almost immedi- 
ately gutted by fusillades of irony, sar- 
casm, camp, what have you, ending up 
buried. 

IF THE MAIN REASON WE LISTEN 
TO MUSIC IN THE FIRST PLACE IS TO 
HEAR PASSION EXPRESSED—as I’ve 
believed all my life—THEN WHAT GOOD 
IS THIS MUSIC GOING TO PROVE TO 
BE? What does that say about us? What 
are we confirming in ourselves by doting 
on art that is emotionally neutral? And, si- 
multaneously, what in ourselves might we 
be destroying or at least keeping down? 


n the last few years we have seen 
the rise of a type of music perhaps 
previously unknown in human his- 

tory: music designed specifically, by intent 

or subconscious motivation, to remove 
what emotions might linger in the atmos- 
phere around us, creating a vacuum where 
we can breathe easier because we're not so 
freaked by each other even though we still 
don’t communicate. That's your basic dis- 
co, of course. But it's not just disco music 
that does this. It’s all kinds of music and 
you can talk all you want about muzak and 
the wimsy weasly pre-rock popular music 
our parents lived and loved to, “How Much 
is That Doggie in the Window,” but that 
wasn't the same, because all those songs 
were based upon a view of social inter- 
course pretty much agreed upon by every- 
one listening. Whereas no such thing really 
exists now. So there's a whole new genre of 
music, it's like vacuum cleaner music, or 
air conditioner music, climate control, 
antidepressant/antipsychotic music, music 
designed to neutralize and pacify and ulti- 
mately render stillness rather than thejun- 
gle pounding of two lovers' hearts or the 

Beaver Cleaver sappiness of “Doggie in the 

Window.” Before, all music you heard was 

designed to put something into the room; 

this new stuff is designed to take some- 
thing out. 

Blondie have, it seems, embraced this 
aesthetic more or less wholeheartedly. But 
when you're always taking out instead of 
putting in ... well, it’s just like a bank ac- 
count, isn't it? Pretty soon there's gonna be 
nothing left. And that kinda would seem to 
make you a musical vampire, of sorts. 

Patti Smith, for all her pretensions, her 
wrongheadedness, her narcissism, her ad- 
dled crusades, is still singing from her 


N the Mets of 
Sexual Represión 


aybe this gets down to it: 
the Ronettes, the Shangri- 
La's, the Crystals, the guy 


singers too, all those old classic rock 'n' roll 
songs were fueled by one thing: sexual 
repression, and consequent frustration. 
They may have been sexist, they may have 
been neurotic or even masochistic-some- 
times I think the whole reason pop music 
was invented in the first place was to vent 
sick emotions in a deceptively lulling form. 
THEY WERE LITERALLY EXPLOSIVE 
WITH ALL THAT PENT-UP LUST AND 
FEAR AND GUILT AND DREAD AND 
HATE AND RESENTMENT AND CON- 
FUSION. And it gave them a kind of anar- 
chic power, which can still move us. 

Listening to certain old Shangri-La’s 
sides, you might find yourself laughing 
and crying at the same time. And the Spec- 
tor stuff ... not just the storied Wall of 
Sound but the urgency in those girl’s voices 
spelled pure sex, distillate of every scene 
between a boy and girl at the drive-in, va- 
cant lots, house when the folks were out, 
wherever we found to sneak off to back 
then to see how far we could take it this 
time. 

All that frustration got channeled into 
rock, all those powerful emotions were way 
out front and there was plenty of meticul- 
ous detail in the productions behind them. 
They were like magnificent tapestries de- 
picting the most embarrassing and ridicul- 
ous yet painful situations, and they stand 
to this day. 

While Blondie hardly constitutes a 
Wall of Sound, it wouldn't be fair to hold 
that against them. They're not the Blondie 
Orchestra, they're a good little rock ’n’ roll 
band which has been steadily evolving 
from the garage without ever losing sight 
and understanding of what was good, if 
not better than the rest, back there. Their 
songs are mostly good. Debbie’s got about 
as good a voice by traditional “singing” 
standards as a lot of the people who 
recorded in the early Sixties. But you 
wouldn’t dare line one of these cuts up next 
to a Spector or Shangri-La’s production, 
because it’d sound downright pallid. The 
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who’ve locked themselves in and are 
nursing a siege mentality when nobody 
really is out to get them. 

The press ain't nice, don’t play fair, you 
get burned once and you’re more careful 
next time. But you don't walk around in 
these giant suits of armor and exoskeletons 
steeling yourselves against new attacks 
every corner you turn. Sooner or later, you 
would have to say something you really 
mean. “Shayla” and “Union City Blue” 
come closest, but they're both third-person 
songs. When are Blondie gonna write a 
first person song—aside from “Living in 
the Real World,” which is just an awfully 
early case of the old familiar syndrome of 
rockstar selfpity—that expresses how they 
truly feel about themselves, each other, 
their friends, lovers, acquaintances, 
relatives, the landlord, ANYBODY, ANY- 
THING. Just make it definite and act like 
you mean it. 

To maintain stardom as a function of 
non-empathetic distance, to keep them 
wanting more even as you toss the dirt of 
your contempt in their faces or just turn 
your back like Miles Davis did for most of 
his career ... well, this is no easy trick to 
pull off. It takes an extremely complex per- 
sonality and one who is also a master of 
shifting masks and disguises, the compleat 
chameleon (Dylan, Bowie). Either that or 
the innate ability to project something 
menacing and dangerous, however 
spurious this impression may be, that 
keeps them at bay (Lou Reed). Most artists 
of any type just don't have it. 

Debbie, to me, is transparently a nice 
girl, not insipid like some but hardly 
redolent of danger. Who among our celeb- 
rity/folk-heroes is redolent of danger any- 
more? They're all a bunch of bland-outs. 
That seems to be what people want. 
Maybe, in fact, that very craving accounts 
for more of Blondie's popularity than we 
might have previously suspected. 

Let it never be forgotten that until 
Patti Smith slashed through the barriers 
like a henbane banshee in 1975, rock was 
almost exclusively a male-supremacist 
world. Most of the early Sixties girl groups 
were too ethnic, too Eastern seaboard 
streetgang-vibed for the kind of mass 
crossover appeal Debbie's achieved. Janis 
Joplin was too pathetic, a freak for the 
freaks. Grace Slick prefers her vast 
storehouse of private jokes and has gone 
out of her way to be unglamorous. Patti's 
still too jungle for TV Guide. So that leaves 
one person, the woman whose fate it is to 
end up getting called the “Queen of Punk.” 


however mottled heart. She contributes 
something to the environment when she's 
on, she stands for something too no matter 
how etc., but she's real, flesh and blood 
comes through those grooves, which I 
think is one reason why she has so many 
fans. Or Lou Reed, for all his monotonal 
mutterings, there so much pain suffused 
just under the monotone, so much despair 
and desire and human regret, that even at 
his most cynical you can feel him strug- 
gling with himself, fighting his demons. 
But Blondie ... do they have that kind of 
courage? 

Like Bryan Ferry in Roxy Music, 
they're trying to create a sort of deliberate- 
ly rococo, overstuffed art rock that hides 
what the artist is truly feeling by dropping 
well-turned ironies all over the place, by 
coming up with synthetic soul-searchings 
that purport to be even more interesting 
than the real thing. Or they just camp it 
up. But even Bryan Ferry was in the grips 
of real romantic lobster claws, and no mat- 
ter how many times he transposed what he 
was going through before putting it out in 
song you always knew he was going 
through something. There was a grand 
passion, a vitality and even kind of poign- 
ancy about his music even at its archest 
and most exasperatingly evasive. 


hereas with Blondie you getno 
such vibe, 90% of the time at 
least. What you get instead is a 


pervasive coldness, and even that's not so 
bad, since they don't just write pop love 
songs. What are they driving at in most of 
their lyrics? Are they telling you to leave 
them alone? Are they kvetching about 
their career? Are they concocting little 
sagas based on everyday events that never 
become compelling? Or are they being de- 
liberately mundane to the point of mad- 
ness? .... What, if anything, do these peop- 
le actually care about? 

Or if all they want to do is entertain, 
then why do they act so serious about what 
they're doing? Maybe they think they're 
Dorothy Parker, commenting lightly and 
wittily on the passing mobs without ever 
getting in too deep. Which is okay, too, ex- 
cept .... It’s impenetrable. Talk about walls 
of sound, THEIR MUSIC IS A WALL. It’s 
designed that way, most likely from self- 
protective instincts that're not necessarily 
unjustified or misguided but ... they’re 
dealing in media that ostensibly communi- 
cate ... then eventually the audience 
begins to receive an impression of some 
hermetic body of people, a little cabal. 
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Ose. Tracks, Hobbús % 
The lure of Cello 


production for Ze records on a group called 
Casino Music, two French dudes with a 
Stedinglike disco act. He also wrote and 
performed the score for Union City, the 
full-length feature film which starred 
Debbie, 

And there was “Call Me,” a Blondie 
number written especially for the Paul 
Schrader film American Gigolo by German 
disco meister Giorgio Morodor. 

“Giorgio wrote the music and produced 
it,” says Chris, “Debbie wrote the lyrics.” 

Chris has also been an ardent photog- 
rapher for years, and has kept an extensive 
photo-chronologue of the band's history 
from inception which he plans to publish 
as a book, 

What the whole band does like is video. 
A lot of people think rock video-cassettes 
are going to be the big thing in the years 
ahead. As easily as purchasing the latest al- 
bum by your favorite group, you will buy a 
whole package—music and an album's 
duration of dynamite outasite wowzow 
visuals. 

The Blondies have already been experi- 
menting, on the tube and on their own. 
They are the first band in rock 'n' roll to in- 
vest in a full-length videotrack to accom- 
pany their newest album. The Eat to the 
Beat videocassette was in the stores in 
time for Christmas "79. With the help of 
producer Paul Flattery for Jon Roseman 
Productions (who've made shorter video 
promo tapes for Elvis Costello, Electric 
Light Orchestra, the Doobie Brothers) and 
director David Mallot (a veteran of mid- 
Sixties Shindig) they conceived twelve 
short set-pieces to correspond with the 
tracks on the record itself, Synced to the 
LP tracks there's live performance footage 
with Blondie dressed entirely in black and 
white; a sort of Dorothy-Lamour-Meets-Dr, 
Alimantado effect for “Die Young Stay 
Pretty”; a veritable Von Stroheimian cos- 
tume period mini-melodrama set to the tale 
of Soviet defection in “Victor”; footage of 
actual New Jersey docks for “Union City 
Blue”; and Debbie in a brunette wig for 
“The Hardest Part.” 

Chris has been working in video since 
he was in art school in the early Seventies, 
andis a regular on Interview magazine mu- 


ken down into two basic camps: 

Chris and Debbie, who have always 
been very into the Manhattan art/media/ 
fashion scene; and the rest of the band, who 
are pretty much straight rockers. 

“T think if they had any spare time from 
Blondie, Clem and Jimmy’d be jamming 
with somebody else in a basement some- 
where,” one friend put it. In spite of the de- 
mands of success, the band have made it 
clear that they're available whenever possi- 
ble to give younger bands advice about how 
not to get screwed in the music biz, etc. 
Blondie have been very active recently in 
helping newer, younger talents on the New 
York New Wave club scene get themselves 
together, and it’s not as if they’d “aban- 
doned” all their “old friends” down at the 
usual punk watering holes to preen for the 
photogs at 54 every night. 

I wouldn't be surprised if everybody in 
the group wants, sooner or later, to 
produce other groups. Jimmy Destri has 
worked with Marty Thau on an album fea- 
turing the Student Teachers, one of the 
younger bands on the New York club 
scene. Clem, just like his heroes before 
him, promotes Premier drums in the Eng- 
lish press, and, inasmuch as not Ringo, 
Charlie Watts nor Keith Moon ever got 
around to producing, he might indeed be 
the sole Blondie to live out his life without 
spending some time behind the control 
boards. 

As for Chris, he's been involved with 
enough outside musical projects to consti- 
tute a separate career. First was a single 
and album of “violin music” by Walter 
Steding, done for Thau's own label 


|] n a sense, the Blondies can be bro- 


Red Star Records. Steding was a sort of 


berserko one-man band who appeared on- 
stage with his electric violin hooked up to 
little electronic boxes running all round his 
body, whereupon he'd commence to saw 
away madly while punching buttons and 
turning dials for an effect that was a cross 
between the Velvet Underground's “Black 
Angel's Death Song” and being eaten alive 
by locusts. 

In the winter of 1980, Chris worked on 
a demo tape with New York's “fake jazz” 
band, the Lounge Lizards, and completed 


pleted a serious lead acting role in Union 
City, a small-budget production about 
lower-middle-class lives in the trenches of 
New Jersey. Debbie, sitting at the break- 
fast table drinking coffee and looking 
every inch the frustrated Middle American 
housewife in frumpy blouse and mousy 
brown hair was actually more striking 
than in the pix of her as Blondie, because 
the relative drabness of her dress and sur- 
roundings brought out more starkly her fa- 
cial beauty. 

Executive Producer Graham Belin of 
Kinesis Productions, the small indepen- 
dent company which did the pieture said: 
“Edward Lachman, who was the director 
of photography, met Debbie at a party, and 
she said, Td like to do a film sometime, and 
I hear you're a good photographer.’ The 
next step was a production company, and 
we were chosen out of several conten- 
ders—the editing wasn't going well, so we 
had to make the decisions involved in get- 
ting the film into shape. Debbie and Chris 
were on their first U.S. tour at that 
time—it was after the Central Park gig in 
summer 1979. Anyway, we eventually 
pulled it into shape. It’s always been vi- 
sually a very beautiful film. Mark 
Reichert, the director, is a fine artist—as a 
designer of shots he's very good, but he put 
in a lot that wasn't necessary. We stepped 
in when we realized there was a very good 
film in there. And Chris decided to do the 
music. 

“As for working with Debbie—she was 
unpretentious, she didn't lord it over us be- 
cause “Heart of Glass' had just broken. She 
was professional about everything, which 
is very unusual for major music stars, 
Working with her was a joy. Her abilities 
and potentials as an actress are both great. 
She needs work, but for film she's fantastic 
because her face is so photogenic, and she's 
just herself in front of the camera. You can 
get it on one or two takes. I think if she 
works with a more experienced director 
he'll bring her out even more. I know com- 
parisons are odious, but I do believe she has 
that Marilyn Monroe quality which makes 
her appealing to both sexes. I don’t think 
she took herself seriously at the beginning 
as an actress. She was putting herself on 
the line, even though everybody knew that 
she was a great performer. 

“She would ask intelligent questions, 
go home and think about it and come back 
the next day with ideas. The only scene 
with her that was left out involved the 
frumpy housewife in her bathrobe, waking 
up her husband—she wanted it out. I 


sic columnist Glenn O'Brien's NYC late- 
nite cable-TV rock talk show. According to 
Joey Ramone, “Chris sits there talking 
about how to subvert the media with 
O'Brien and behind ’em on the wall there's 
a giant poster of Lenin.” Pretty wild. 

Probably more significant in the long 
run is Debbie’s burgeoning movie career. 
Several years ago she appeared in two 
works by underground filmmaker Amos 
Poe, Unmade Beds (where she sang some- 
thing called “Sweet Thing”) and The Fo- 
reigner (where she sang “Old Bilbao Moon” 
from Kurt Weill’s The Threepenny Opera). 
She was stunning-looking and competent- 
or-better-acting. 

Poe had this to say: “Debbie’s cameos 
are exquisite moments. She’s always ready 
to work, very easy and fulfilling and brings 
something of herself to the part; she really 
gets into it. I think she sticks out from the 
rest of the film in the same way that she 
would stick out in a crowded room. She’s 
not a show-off, but her presence is compel- 
ling. I believe in perfomance, it is a 
person’s will that shows above all else, and 
that’s why the critics mention her—they 
are willed to do it.” 

Many feature film roles for Debbie have 
been announced. There is supposed to be a 
remake of Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville 
by Chris and Amos Poe, starring Robert 
Fripp and Debbie. When Debbie and Chris 
were on WPIX’s “Radio, Radio” show in 
Manhattan (in Feb. 1980), a fan phoned in 
to ask, “Is Alphaville complete?” 

“We just wrapped up the third ver- 
sion—this time it’s gonna be in 
Panavision,” replied Chris. “No, actually 
it’s still just a glimmer of imagination.” 

Variety June 7, 1978 “ROCKER ON 
THE ROCKS,” and “Choose Debbie Harry 
for Heavy Beat Hero Gone Ga-Ga”—“Deb- 
bie Harry, lead singer of the punk rock 
group Blondie, will head the cast of New 
Line Cinema’s ‘Barbie,’ a rock-themed 
thriller to be directed by Howard Smith, 
Oscar winner for his feature docu Marjoe.” 

Creem magazine, December "79: “Rock 
n’ Roll News”—Cheech and Chong were 
making a sequel to Up in Smoke, including 
Debbie in “the role of a punk rock mas- 
seuse.” 

People magazine, December 1979— 
“Movie scripts are being urged on her by 
both Mick Jagger and Carlo Ponti.” 

What is known to be authentically fac- 
tual is that (a) the Blondies appear as them- 
selves in Roadie, directed by Robert 
Altman protegé Alan Rudolph and star- 
ring Meat Loaf; and (b) Debbie alone com- 
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comes out of jukeboxes and radios in cars 
in the film it’s presented as if that was a 
popular song of the time. 

“She's not at all like Farrah Fawcett. 
She does have talent. She won't sell herself 
like that, and if anybody else tries to do it 
she'll stop them. The best product today is 
coming from independents, and stars like 
Deborah Harry would rather work with 
them.” 

Interesting, I thought, how much that 
resembles what happened vis á vis New 
Wave music, its reception at major record 
companies, and the proliferation of small 
independent labels. 

“T think if she has any troubles, it's 
because she wants to be known as Deborah 
Harry the actress and everyone knows her 
as Blondie. Her point of view is, Let the 
film speak for itself.’ I don't think she 
would have allowed it to have gotten this 
far if she really hated it. She's one of the 
leads, but the film is not a vehicle for her. 
Basically she wanted to get her feet wet, 
and I think this was the right place and 
time to do it. It's a small film, and now she 
can go on to big things. I see it as being a 
good cult film, like King of Hearts or 
Harold and Maude.” 


thought it was great—maybe she was 
scared she made perhaps a little too good a 
housewife. She looked great with spatulas 
in her hand. 

“She is a housewife in a way—she 
cooked my partner a fish dinner, came in 
the next day and said, ‘Well, Im glad 
youre still alive.” She has a conflict, I 
think—one image sells and the other is 
where she'd like to be, I think, deep down. 

“We did not want any of that Us 
magazine-type stuff going on for the film. 
Debbie and Chris said This film has 
nothing to do with the rock business.’ 

“For our film we just wanta be judged 
for film—we didn't exploit her, and she 
doesn’t sing in the film. That song on the 
last album, Union City Blue,’ I think was 
written when she was stuck late one night 
in Union City and she sat down and wrote 
the song to get her mind off things. But the 
song's not in the film. The music in the film 
is all instrumental, electronic oriented but 
it also has a piano jazz feeling to it. It’s very 
lyrical, beautiful music, people can hear it 
and hum it while they're shopping ... es- 
pecially the opening and closing titles. 
Chris did a main title theme—he wrote 
other music, too, but when the title theme 


DEBBIE AND MINIMALIST SUITOR IN AMOS POE’S “UNMADE BEDS” 


ow we come to the inevitable, 
a discussion of Debbie as lust/ 

love object. I once told Chris: 
“I go for the Anna Magnani type myself,” 
and he just laughed. 

People seem to have so many different 
kinds of weird ideas about this sex business 
that it's better to get things clear in front. 
The role that Debbie plays onstage resem- 
bles every fantasy of every badass chick 1 
ever yearned for in high school, bad girls 
who followed bad boys who got them and 
themselves into trouble. It's a holdover 
image. And seems to derive from the macho 
notion that sexual love has to do with bru- 
tality rather than tenderness and under- 
standing. 

I remember a few years ago, I had the 
Big Tits poster of Debbie that Private 
Stock sent out with the first album up on 
the living room wall. I knew Debbie just 
like I knew most everybody else who hung 
around CBGB's then; we were not friends 
but friendly acquaintances. 

And yet, I couldn't even work up a de- 
cent pornographic fantasy about her. 1 
couldn't picture her with her clothes off. In 
fact, my lasting impression of her was of 
someone lost and kinda sad, a kid over 30 
trapped in a role. She didn’t seem to know 
really what she was doing on certain levels, 
and yet here was this poster being sent out 
bulk-mail so in the very moment that she's 
sitting there wondering just who in hell 
she might be, countless people from coast 
to coast know what her nipples look like 
and are cracking stupid jokes about them. 
What I eventually came to think of in 
Debbie's case was the character Carol 
Cutrere, in Tennessee Williams' Orpheus 
Descending (Joanne Woodward played the 
role in The Fugitive Kind, the movie ver- 
sion of it), this barefoot damaged innocent 
with matted hair all in her eyes and smudg- 
es on her cheeks, dress torn, pretending 
she was high and wild: “Let's go jukin’...” 

While chatting over Perrier with Glenn 
O'Brien for Interview magazine one day 
last spring, Debbie opined that the market- 
ing of disembodied sexual images was pos- 
sibly why so many guys had turned out so 
screwed up: 

DEBBIE: ... Do you think it's a good 
idea to make porno movies? 

GLENN: No. I think there should be 
movies that are sexy or have sex in them, 
but I dont like pornography. 

DEBBIE: Because it’s dumb? 

(Chris Stein enters) 

CHRIS: They all suck. 

GLENN: Right. All those straight busi- 
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Image (and, of course, themselves). Any 
Image will do; they're all interchangeable. 
“Tm not living in the real world”? Who is? 

My favorite image-junkie story con- 
cerns a guy who is not sixteen years old, 
and apparently harbors no violent or hos- 
tile feelings at all. Martha Hume wrote him 
up in the New York Daily News. His 
name's Kenny, he belongs to the Brother- 
hood of Teamsters, drives a big rig, and she 
met him at truckstop in Tennessee, where 
as a rock journalist she inevitably got 
around to asking him what kind of music 
he liked. 

“Well, Kenny allowed, ‘Ah like Willie 
Nelson and Charlie Daniels and Blondie.’ 

“Obviously, the lineup amazed me. 
Willie and Charlie were one thing, but a 
beer-drinking, two-fisted trucker falling 
for an “art rock’ band from the nether 
reaches of Soho—a band that is New Wave, 
not to say punk? What's going on? 

“I wanna marry her,’ explained Kenny. 

“Not her,’ I wanted to say—but I felt 
there was no use explaining to Kenny that 
Blondie is a band. Instead, I answered 
gently, T think she lives with her guitar 
player, Kenny.’ 

“Well he answered, ‘she ain't married 
is she? As long as she ain't married, it’s 
okay. She can still go out.’ 

“I realized that Kenny quite seriously 
felt that Blondie’ would go for him in a big 
way if only he could meet her; simultane- 
ously, I realized that Blondie, the band, 
and Chrysalis, the record company, have 
pulled off one of the better marketing 
ploys of the decade.” 


ness guys, part of the reason theyre the 
way they are is from jerking off to Playboy 
for twenty years. 

DEBBIE: Is that what they do with 
them? 

GLENN: Yeah, that's what they re for. 
Right Chris? 

CHRIS: It's true. I find I myself have a 
fixation for photographs. 

DEBBIE: I can vouch for that. 

CHRIS: It's from being brought up on 
photographs before you can have girls. 
That's all it amounts to. 

GLENN: But they get hooked on pic- 
tures, because theyre usually of better 
girls than the jerker-off can get. 

DEBBIE: ۲ have a lot of twisted 
thoughts about it. 

In TV Guide there's a regular ad where 

you can send in some money for one of 
those huge poster pinups of America's 
Golden Girls: the Angels, Cheryl, Wonder 
Woman, Suzanne Somers, Adrienne 
Barbeau—and Blondie! 
There's only one hitch. It doesn't say 
“Deborah Harry” in the ad. It says 
“Blondie.” Just like in all the ads every- 
where, and all the titles of magazine sto- 
ries. If it said “Deborah Harry,” chances 
are almost nobody would send in the $2.50, 
because they don’t know who Deborah 
Harry is. They just don't want to know any- 
thing about any of these women. For all of 
them, Deborah Harry does not exist, 
Which come to think of itis probably in her 
favor. They probably think she's some 
kinda Little Annie Fanny chopped 'n' chan- 
neled for the Eighties or something equally 
bizarre. 

I know a lot of people, especially musi- 
cians, who resent Debbie and the Blondie 
group in general. Some cite Chris’ media 
pretensions, but the far more universal 
charge is “They don’t even have that much 
talent—they squeezed through on a cute 
face and some ‘T. and A.” What Debbie 
may not realize is that she’d end up getting 
hated anyway, just by being a poster girl. 

I think if most guys in America could 
somehow get their faverave poster girl in 
bed and have total license to do whatever 
they wanted with this legendary body for 
one afternoon, at least 75% of the guys in 
the country would elect to beat her up. She 
may be up there all high and mighty on TV 
but everybody knows that underneath all 
that fashion plating she’s just a piece of 
meat like the rest of them. 

If Debbie Harry realizes this, though, 
she should never take it personally at all. 
It’s not her they’re enraged at: it’s The 
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come on as a threat to anybody ... but God 
knows ... I really don’t know what image 
they have of me .... It’s ludicrous, but I 
guess it’s a pretty subversive one.... I once 
said jokingly in an interview ... that I wish 
I had invented sex, so by straight press 
standards I suddenly became highly con- 
troversial .... By American standards, I’m 
considered pretty wild .... But then, it 
seems to me that they really desire wanton 
women over here—so here I am, the new 
bad girl! 

Chrysalis Records magazine ad, ca. "79: 
pic of Debbie standing in front of a black 
and white striped wall with her balled fists 
on her hips, a scornful, scowling, almost 
dominatrixish look on her face. The rest of 
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journalist who calls himself 
Radio Pete writes in FM maga- 

zine out of L.A.: All new wave 
bands have a hook—a gimmick—besides 
the music. At least that’s the perception of 
Chris Stein, lead guitarist for Blondie and 
husband of the only blonde in the group, 
Deborah Harry. 


‘Televisions’s aloof, Patti Smith’s arty, 
the Ramones are tough like the army,’ 
Stein says. ‘And for our thing ... we have 
Debbie being sexy. It’s like a goof.’ 


Debbie, on the eve of a headlining Blon- 
die tour of the U.K., to New Musical Ex- 
press: In Britain, we’re considered as being 
just a very successful pop group who don't 
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scrunching up her face like a little girl. 
‘Nothing.’ 

Amazingly enough, out of this flood of 
newsprint about her, one music magazine 
actually featured a feminist viewpoint. 
Under the title “BLONDIE'S Debbie Harry 
The Hard Way,” Karen Davis wrote: ‘In the 
beginning, I tried to stimulate interest in 
this group in any way that I could,’ admits 
Deborah Harry ... ‘I used whatever advan- 
tages I might have to sell records. Looks 
have been one of the most saleable things 
ever. When I woke up to that, mine helped 
a lot.’ Photos of Debbie dressed in a sexy 
Sheena, Queen of the Jungle outfit began 
to appear in rock magazines when the 
groups first album was released 
around September of 1976. Other photos 
showed her wearing hot pants and thigh- 
length boots, or all dolled up in 50's movie 
starlet gowns, or rolling onstage with her 
underpants showing. All very Tacky Chic. 
Andit worked. It got Debbie lots of publici- 
ty and, along the way, people became 
vaguely aware that she was part of a rock 
group. 

But once you start using sex appeal as a 
way of getting attention, it's not always 
easy to draw the line and have people ap- 
preciate your other talents. 

“Sometimes that whole image thing can 
backfire,’ admits Debbie. There were times 
when people wound up reviewing how I 
looked instead of how our music sounded. I 
suppose lead singers are always singled out 
initially, particularly because I'm a girl in a 
group of all guys. It really is obvious. With 
her ‘alluring loveliness, ‘childlike inno- 


the band is visible only in the reproduction 
of the Parallel Lines album cover down in 
the lower left hand corner, and that’s only 
little larger than a postage stamp, while 
the ad takes up a full half page. It says: 
“BLONDIE GIVES GREAT LINES” in 
bold capital letters across the top, then 
continues off over on the left side: “Great 
lines. Great music. Great fun. All put to- 
gether for your pleasure in one album. The 
performance is unparalleled. The sound is 
pop in the purest sense flavored with a 
heavy dose of gutsy rock 'n’ roll. And 
Deborah Harry delivers a fine set of 
delicious lines that must be seen now ... 
live.” 

Whatcha think? Not too sexist? All 
things considered, right? Certainly a lot 
better than the ad they ran for one of the 
band’s early singles in all the music papers 
in England, featuring a photograph of 
Debbie in a black bodystocking and the 
giant headline: “WOULDN'T YOU LIKE 
TO RIP HER TO SHREDS?” I did not make 
that up. It really happened. 

San Francisco New Wave journalist 
Howie Klein, in Relix magazine, June "79, 
under the headline “Blondie—They’re a 
Group! Not a Girl!” writes: Let’s not blame 
it all on the press. Let’s look at the promo 
films and the posters the band (or its repre- 
sentatives) have always had control over. 
The emphasis is always Debbie. The Chrys- 
alis Records press kit, for example, con- 
tains five glossy black and white pho- 
tos—one of Debbie lying on her back in a 
tee shirt that says ‘sex,’ one of Debbie look- 
ing provocative in a skimpy black one- 
piece, one of Debbie lounging in cut-offs 
and a tee shirt, a lips-parted head shot of 
guess who, and, finally, Debbie with 
Jimmy, Chris and Clem on the corner of 
Hollywood and Vine and unlike the first 
album cover, the boys are in focus on this 
shot. 

Deborah Harry confided her feelings to 
a woman journalist profiling her for 
Penthouse magazine, mid-1979: I think 
that the highest appreciation that anyone 
has is usually sexual .... Just as a girl, asa 
female, would that bother you? 

Yes, admitted the interviewer, if it got 
in the way of more important things. 

Debbie: But that is the important thing! 
.... It really is. Because sex is the biggest 
seller—sells more magazines, more clothes, 
more everything. Sex is it, in rock’n’ roll... 
it’s sex and sass .... That ‘Ahh, I don’t 
care'—that's a very healthy attitude. 

The journalist then asked her what else 
sells: Debbie ponders for a moment, 


ies. Either you’re a sweet clean cutgirlora 
real nasty bitch. And, I know which 
they’ve figured me out to be.... I got quite 
turned off myself by all that slush on 
Farrah Fawcett-Majors ... and I suppose 
that's precisely the very same thing that 
was happening with me. 

[The “was” in there apparently indicat- 
ing that now she feels everything is differ- 
ent and under control. If so, when did the 
change come about? When they got rid of 
Leeds? When the first tidal wave of super- 
stardom subsided and they all caught their 
breath? When they found a new, more sym- 
pathetic and supportive record company?] 

Nashville Tennessean, Nov. 19, 1978: 
under the headline “Singer Flattered To Be 
Sex Object,” by Jack Williams: 

Debbie: It's flattering to be regarded as 
a sex object. The most recognizable and 
easiest thing to sell is sex. I’m not the first 
one to say it or do it. 

Melody Maker, mid-"79: 

One of the problems with Blondie is 
that the band were presented as being ulti- 
mately just Deborah. You found that an- 
noying, didnt you? 

Deborah: It is very annoying. After a 
certain point, we were sort of getting into 
it and I was getting most of the attention, 
until we were hip to what the name of the 
game was. It was weird and frightening 
and annoying and insulting, and some- 
times it was good, but now it’s got to the 
point where we're taking it and using it to 
our advantage. 

But you do leave yourself open to cheap 
sensationalism, so its no use saying you 
don't want to talk about it after building it 
up. 

Deborah: It is good for us on a commer- 
cial level. You’ve gotta do things like that. 
Tm not that much of a poseur or an art 
freak that I’m going to say No, no. My art. 
My art. This is the business. It’s business- 
art so you have got to use everything you 
have got to your advantage somehow. It 
would just be foolish for us to ignore it. 

New York Rocker, ca. 76: 

Tm sick of bleaching my hair; confess- 
es Debbie, but I have this feeling of ob- 
ligation to the band, How could we call our- 
selves the Blondies if I didn’t have blond 
hair???’ 

T think we could change the name; of- 
fers Chris. 

Debbie ponders only a moment: ‘Ah, 
she says, Tll keep bleaching it. 

A friend, 1980: They’re not good media 
manipulators, her colorist is! What hap- 
pened to Lauren Hutton in American 


cence and vast sophistication, ‘cheesecake 
smile, ‘sensuous pout, ‘sweetness and punk 
chic, ‘strong sense of humor and self-irony’ 
and her ‘huge Chinese take out eyes, to 
give just a random sampling of how she’s 
affected some writers who've met her, 
Debbie kept the spotlights of the world’s 
media focused on the group before they be- 
gan getting any extensive radio play with 
their records. 

Debbie Harry on feminists, as inter- 
viewed by Liz Derringer, High Times mag- 
azine, November ”79; 

Do women’s libbers ever harass you 
about being a sex-symbol rock star? 

I haven’t really run into any heavy 
butch feminists that have been attacking 
me, because I think what I do is sort of ver- 
satile. I take so many different stances in 
the music and lyrically that I cover a lot of 
ground. It’s not just as if I’m the weak, fem- 
inine creature. I stay away from that lyr- 
ically, I don’t have that ‘Oh, you walked all 
over me and walk all over me again, I 
really don’t like that stance anyway. 

New York Rocker, mid-77: 

NYR: Chris, is Debbie as vulnerable as 
she seems? 

Chris: More vulnerable than she seems. 
Nobody realizes the things that affect her, 
I don’t even realize all the things that af- 
fect her. 

NYR: Do people really accept her image 
as a “tough girl”? 

Chris: No. 

New Musical Express, September ۰ 
Debbie: What annoys me is that over here, 
they try to put girls in one of two categor- 
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promotion of Blondie and yet they had that 
picture taken for the pic-disc of Parallel 
Lines where she was licking a record. 

Gottehrer: The difference was that 
maybe she chose to do the picture disc, and 
in the case of the Private Stock thing I 
don't think it was they were exploiting her 
sexuality, it was more that it wasn't the 
way she wanted her sexuality exploited. 
The poster with the see-thru blouse was 
done tastefully, but I think what she ob- 
jected to was at that time they wanted to 
be and thought of more as a group, she just 
wasn't ready to accept that sort of photo- 
graph. But then look at some of the photos 
that Chris had taken of her that were run 
in Rocker and in Punk magazine that were 
far more revealing and far sexier, than 
that. I think maybe she just didn't like the 
way that photograph happened is all. It’s 
one thing to do something yourself, it’s 
another for somebody to do it without you 
being part of it. 

Chrysalis were the ones that had the ad 
that said Wouldnt You Like to Rip Her to 
Shreds?,’ weren't they? 

That was in England. 

Didn't the band kick up a big storm 
about that? 

Idunno. Chris said ‘Let Blondie Do It To 
You’ and all that was real sexist promotion. 
[Debbie] once made a point at the begin- 
ning, she said, ‘When I’m ready to do it my 
way, then I'll do it’ I think there is nothing 
wrong with selling this in a sexist way, she 
is very sexy, attractive, appealing to peo- 
ple, so why not portray it? If she didn’t 
wanna look like that, she wouldn't. 


Gigolo is gonna happen to Deborah Harry 
someday. When you bleach your hair that 
many times it oxydizes and eventually 
turns green, Someday she’s gonna come 
out of a chlorinated pool and emerge with 
Kelly Green hair—they’ll have to change 
the name of the group to Kelly! 

The Boston Phoenix; under the head- 
line “Blondies Have More Pop,” J.D. Consi- 
dine wrote: One of the best one-liners in 
pop turned up in ‘Look Good in Blue, from 
the first Blondie album, where Deborah 
Harry’s sultry voice deadpanned: 

Til give you some head 

And shoulders to lie on. 

The only thing was, it was a joke about sex 
that most Americans took to bea sexy joke. 
Americans, as you might expect of any 
pop-oriented, media-saturated culture, 
have a disturbing tendency to take images 
using sex literally. The fashion model, for 
example. The idea of sex-as-style can easily 
be lost in the fascination with sex-as-sex. 
Despite Deb Harry’s coy tongue-in-cheek 
remarks to the press (‘I wish I had invented 
sex’ was one such deadpan taken literally), 
Blondie as a pop entity have been 
exclusively concerned with matters like 
sex-as-style. In fact, the very basis of 
Blondie-pop seems to be the idea that pop 
is all form and no content; in other words, 
cliches as an end in themselves. 

Cash Box, February 2, 1980: Blondie is 
on the cover this week, in living color. The 
short piece inside congratulates them on 
climbing so high, so fast, and predicts an 
even more brilliantined future. 

Penthouse: Center stage at New York’s 
Palladium. Debbie stretches, her black 
bodysuit ripples, glowing. Behind me, a 
teenager wearing an Iggy T-shirt groans 
with violent, strained delight. 

Deborah, in Rolling Stone, December 
14, 1978: I’m against the idea that rock 
stars have to live a life that’s completely 
understandable or predictable to their au- 
dience .... There should be a female avail- 
able for people to have some sort of dream 
about as a performer, like, ‘What is she 
really like?’ Maybe Tl just be the mysteri- 
ous figure that'll never be able to be truly 
defined. Maybe that’s what my thing is. 

Penthouse: Tve always known how to 
turn it off and on. I can do it just like that’ 
She snaps her fingers. Tm getting better 
at it all the time’ 

How does Blondie’s former producer, 
Richard Gottehrer, feel on the subject? I 
asked him: Do you think there might be a 
kind of doublethink going on? I know they 
complained about Private Stock's sexist 
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Die’ mi Reunvied Le? 


“They're still attractive, they still try to 
look good.” 

“Yeah, but Tina doesn't go up there in a 
miniskirt with her panties showing.” 

“Well, I don’t care to be compared to 
Talking Heads at all on any level—I think 
we're a lot more commercial than them.” 

“Yeah, but that has nothing to do with 
sexual exploitation.” 

“Yeah, but I think we're not any more 
overtly sexual except it’s from a female 
point of view than any of our contemporar- 
ies. Look at Tom Petty, he tries to look as 
cute as possible. The Clash try to look good, 
believe me, no matter what they stand for. 
The Sex Pistols still were sexy to a lot of 
people.” 

“Well then why or does it bother you 
when you see all these magazines with Deb- 
bie's picture on the cover?” 

“It bothers me when magazines imply 
that Debbie’s prostituting herself and 
accuse her of overt sexism and then use her 
picture to sell the paper.” 

“Yeah, well, I agree with you about 
that.” 

“That really burns me, but as far as the 
media really latching onto Debbie and 
using her as a visual thing, that doesn’t 
really bother me that much, no. You know, 
I think she’s very attractive. I think that’s 
just natural and happens to anybody who’s 
in that position, it’s exactly the same thing 
that happened to Mick Jagger only it gets 
exaggerated ‘cause Debbie's a girl and he's 
a guy. But to me the singling out of Mick 
Jagger and making him into a sex symbol 
was very similar. It doesn’t really go that 
deep with me. I didn’t like some of the 
things and we had some trouble with the 
record company, but that’s what success 
brings you. 

“Power and freedom. The best parts.” 


nd everybody’s always reassert- 
ing how Chris and Debbie are so 
much in love, were in 1973 and 
are still now today, the relationship having 
actually survived the love-lethal Seventies 
where damn few others managed to. So 
there must be something there. But isn’t 
said “love” emotion an absolute contradic- 
tion of everything else they're broadcast- 
ing? “Love” in pop art? C’est possible? 


I call Chris Stein. 

“Tt seems to me,” I say to him, “that the 
position you're coming from just is very 
pretentious. For one thing, I think that 
your attitude toward the exploitation of 
Debbie, the sex angle, is either hypocritical 
or naive, because on one hand you freak out 
when other people do it yet the way you ex- 
ploit yourselves—or more precisely, her or 
she exploits herself—is not that different. 
Like you said in one interview, ‘Well, Deb- 
bie's sexuality, that's the hook. ” 

“Well” he took a slow deep breath while 
I panted after that torrent, “I don't know 
where that statement’s from. That’s not 
the attitude around the band, that's for 
sure. I think Debbie's the victim of a re- 
verse sexism, where because she's a woman 
in a man's world a lot of people don't like 
the idea of a girl up there being sexy in 
front of a lot of men. I think they can 
accept it from a man in front of women, 
but it freaks a lot of people out to see a 
woman in front of men” 

“Yeah, but I could say to you by the 
same token that she plays to sexism by 
going up there and—” 

“Yeah, but so does everybody in rock ’n’ 
roll” 

“Not necessarily.” 

“Sure they do” 

“I don't think Talking Heads do” 


sexual hype on Debbie (as I write this I am 
sitting under a Chrysalis poster on a 
friend’s wall emphasizing Debbie in a tight 
red dress with the slogan “Blondie Does 
It”) will subside and all concerned will be a 
lot less uptight. 

As far as being taken seriously, as “art- 
ists,” it’s always been my perception that 
art comes in all kinds of forms, and some of 
the truest artists never have to lean on you 
to let you know they are. Let it be art. Let it 
be light and fun; the two are not mutually 
exclusive, as the Beach Boys could have 
told you for several years at least. Rock ’n’ 
roll, being a music definitively alive, has 
always been about growing from the gar- 
age into the ability to do and say all the 
things you want in the ways you want to do 
and say them, including staying in the ga- 
rage. There’s no reason why, even without 
some more breaks like the ones they’ve had 
so far, this band shouldn’t be a thriving 
pop force in the Eighties. 


EPILOGUE 


fter a decade of scuffling, fol- 
lowed by four albums in three 

years, hits around the world and 
one song (“Heart of Glass”) that might turn 
out to be an anthem for the emotionally at- 
tenuated Seventies, Blondie would seem to 
be established, even verging on becoming 
an international pop institution. Curiously, 
the mood of media paranoia and general 
grimness the band sometimes gives off 
somehow belies these otherwise self-evi- 
dent facts. Maybe they’re just going 
through the usual growing pains—even 
after ten years of scratching around, their 
ascendance was vertiginously rapid, and 
most of the people I talked to, people like 
Richard Gottehrer and Marty Thau, 
who've known them for years, seem to feel 
they will be alright. What I think is that 
as they gradually develop the self-confi- 
dence to stand on the fact that Blondie is a 
group of all-contributing, mutually cooper- 
ative songwriter-instrumentalists, the 


Photographers 


Anthony Barboza: 76-77 

Stephanie Chernikowski: 23, 24-25, 40, 41, 89 
Jimmy De Sana: 18, 76-77 

Bob Gruen: 16-17, 20, 26, 52, 53, 77, 80 
James Hamilton: 67, 90 

Diane Harvey: 56, 58 

Francis Ing: 76, 79 

Mark Ivins: 3, 6, 8-9, 13, 15, 26-27 

Kinesis, Ltd.: 53 

Annie Leibovitz/Contact: 10-11, Back Cover 
Paul McAlpine/Ron Pownall Studios: 51, 62-68 
Michael McKenzie: 52-53, 78, 79 
Christopher Makos: 64-65 

Sonia Moskowitz: 60-61 

Fernando Natalici: 83 

Sylvia Plachy: 87 

Robin Platzer: 14, 29 

Ron Pownall: 49, 50-51 

Chuck Pulin: 36, 37, 38-39, 92, 93 

Marcia Resnick: 30-31, 32-33, 34-35, 46, 53 
Retna: 77, 78, 86 

Ebet Roberts: 42, 43, 44-45 

Mick Rock: Cover, 54-55, 74-75 

Sheila Rock: 84 

Joe Stevens: 18, 21, 22, 52, 68-69 

Allan Tannenbaum: 19, 78, 88 

Richard Upper: 50, 66 

Larry Williams: 71 


Drawing of Blondie by Hannah Strauss 


Photo of Lester Bangs by Fran Pelzman 


alifornia born Lester Bangs is a 
frequent contributor to the Vil- 
lage Voice, New Musical Ex- 
press and other publications around the 
world. From 1971 to 1976, he worked for 
Creem magazine where he created a style 
of mutant critical-journalism based on the 
sound and language of rock 'n' roll which 
has influenced many writers and musi- 
cians. As a musician/composer, he has led 
two bands active on the Manhattan club 
scene, singing lead, playing the harmonica 
and presenting original compositions. His 
first recorded single, “Let It Blurt/Live” 
was released on the Spy label in 1979. In 
the works is Rock Gomorrah (A Delilah 
Book) co-authored with Michael Ochs. 
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